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Editorial Note 
 
Dear Readers, 
 
We are excited to greet you at the turn of the year and deliver the new 
Silva Fascicle – Autumn 2025. We bring to you three research papers 
– in the history of socioeconomic thought, literature, and linguistics – 
as well as two reviews.  
Aleksandra Piechnik offers a fresh outlook on Kōjin Karatani’s 
theories of Japanese capitalism by considering the concept of proto-
capitalism as a way to frame Karatani’s views on Japan’s Edo-period 
economy. Emilia Wajs explores the activity of the modern poet Noriko 
Ibaragi and her colleagues through their creative output published in 
the magazine Kai. Tianyi Du contributes to the discussion on the 
typology of passive expressions by comparing and contrasting the 
relevant expressions in Japanese, Mandarin Chinese, and English 
that employ the “to eat” verbs. 
The Reviews section is dominated by culture-related themes 
concerning two publications from 2024. Małgorzata Citko-Duplantis 
discusses Christopher Smith’s Samurai with Telephones: 
Anachronism in Japanese Literature, whereas Stephanie Santschi 
introduces a Review of Salon Culture in Japan: Making Art, 1750–
1900, a collection of essays and, simultaneously, an exhibition 
catalogue covering multiple art-related topics from the transformative 
time from mid-Edo to mid-Meiji. 
The year 2026 is going to bring a number of further changes and 
developments in Silva. Most notably, starting with Fasc. 75 (Spring 
2026), our longtime proofreader and editorial collaborator, Karli 
Shimizu, Ph.D., is going to step down from our editorial board. We 
would like to express our sincere gratitude to her for the years of 
contributing top-shelf work and insights, making sure that our papers 
not only meet the formal standards of academic writing but are also 
written in elegant and understandable English.  
Thank you so much, Karli, for everything you have done for Silva – 
and all success to you as you move on to your new paths.  
In terms of other changes in our editorial lineup, Patrycja Duc-
Harada, Ph. D., who is our assistant editor responsible for our social 
media as well as the journal depositing at the Pressto platform, will 
be taking a hiatus to focus on her research work, and her duties will 
be temporarily shared among other permanent team members. 
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As for other 2026 plans for Silva, we have provisionally postponed 
the automatization of the submission process; therefore, we are still 
awaiting your proposals and submissions at silva.iaponicarum. 
quarterly@gmail.com. We will make our best efforts to keep 
improving the content and formal quality of Silva, and this will 
hopefully be reflected in an increased presence of Silva in field-
relevant journal databases. 
We would also like to take this opportunity to notify you about the 
upcoming EAJS 2026 conference, which will take place on August 
27–30, 2026, in Poznań, Poland, and will be organized by Silva’s host 
institution, the Adam Mickiewicz University Department of Japanese 
Studies. You are most cordially invited to participate in this major 
worldwide Japanese studies event, and to visit Poznań along the 
way. 
As always, you will find all Silva-related updates at our homepages 
(https://silvajp.web.amu.edu.pl/; 
https://pressto.amu.edu.pl/index.php/silvajp/index), as well as our 
Facebook profile (https://www.facebook.com/silvaiaponicarum/). 
 
Last but not least, we wish you a wonderful new year 2026, with many 
inspirations, research incentives, and enough time, energy, and 
resources to realize all your projects.  
良いお年をお迎えください。来年も引き続きよろしくお願いいたし

ます。 
  
The Editorial Board 
silva.iaponicarum.quarterly@gmail.com 
Poznań / Toruń / Cracow / Sapporo / Bangor



	

SPIS TREŚCI / CONTENTS / 目次 
  
RESEARCH PAPERS  
  
Aleksandra PIECHNIK  
Japanese proto-capitalism from the perspective of Kōjin 
Karatani’s theory – a case study 

9 

  
Emilia WAJS  
“Loyal to Youth” – the history of the poetry magazine Kai 
based on the essay by Noriko Ibaragi 

27 

  
Tianyi DU  
A comparative study of “eat” verbs used in the passive voice 
function in Chinese, Japanese, and English 

49 

  
REVIEWS  
  
Małgorzata CITKO-DUPLANTIS 74 
Review of Samurai with Telephones: Anachronism in Japanese 
Literature by Christopher Smith 

 

  
Stephanie SANTSCHI  
Review of Salon Culture in Japan: Making Art, 1750–1900, 
edited by Akiko Yano 

78 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  



	

 

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

RESEARCH PAPERS 



Silva	Iaponicarum	Fasc.	LXXIV	(2025),	pp.	9–26	
DOI:	https://doi.org/10.14746/sijp.2025.74.1	

 

 
Aleksandra PIECHNIK 
 
Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań 

 https://orcid.org/0009-0003-5602-1521 
e-mail: alepie36@st.amu.edu.pl 
 
Submitted:	08.03.2025																															Accepted:	16.10.2025																															Published:	14.01.2026	
 
 

 
Japanese Proto-capitalism from the Perspective of 

Kōjin Karatani’s Theory – a Case Study 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
This paper aims to present the characteristics of the social formation specific to 
Edo Japan by employing the framework outlined in Kōjin Karatani’s The 
Structure of World History. Seeing the Tokugawa Era as a proto-capitalist 
period, the present study applies Karatani’s methodology by contrasting it with 
available historiographical data and the legacy of the Nihon Shihonshugi Ronsō, 
a debate heavily relied on by previous research in this area. By using the Mode 
of Exchange framework, and thus reworking the Marxian architectural metaphor 
of base and superstructure, Karatani conceptualized a new model of the history 
of social formations. The main findings indicate that, in the current state of 
knowledge, it is impossible to duly implement Karatani’s theory to study 
Japanese proto-capitalism without greater consequences. Nevertheless, the 
attempt to fit Tokugawa Japan within this framework not only places it within a 
broader geopolitical discourse and socio-economic reflection but also addresses 
the status of the theory itself. 
 
KEYWORDS: Kōjin Karatani, proto-capitalism, Tokugawa Japan, Marxism, 
social formations 
 
 
Introduction  
The status of Japanese capitalism was one of the most burning questions for 
Japanese Marxists of the prewar period. The heated debate known as Nihon 
Shihonshugi Ronsō ‘the debate on Japanese capitalism’, conventionally 
originating with the 1927 Comintern Theses, set the stage for theoretical 
inquiry into conceptualizing Japan’s current economic and political issues. 
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The particularities of the Japanese case prove to be intellectually demanding 
when attempting to encapsulate the phenomenon within the framework of 
Marxist theory, and they require further reassessment within the economic 
history of the Tokugawa (Edo) and Meiji periods. Despite the substantial 
research and further efforts to integrate them, the question of historical 
stages of development and the articulation of mode of production remains a 
disputed matter.  
In 2010 1 , contemporary Japanese philosopher and literary critic Kōjin 
Karatani proposed a theoretical model of history, which he thoroughly 
describes in Sekaishi-no Kōzō (Karatani 2010), or The Structure of World 
History as per the English edition (Karatani 2014; henceforth The Structure). 
Karatani undertakes the heritage of Marxist debate on the capitalist mode of 
production and reworks it by distinguishing four contingent modes of 
exchange he sees as the underlying basis for all types of historical social 
formations. The present article aims at expanding Karatani’s system by 
using it as a methodological tool for Tokugawa Japan as a case study, 
building on previous research on Japanese capitalism. The main thesis of 
this article recognizes Tokugawa Japan as a proto-capitalist period. 
Furthermore, the present essay is confined to answering the research 
question of whether the theory put forward in The Structure facilitates the 
articulation of transitional historical periods. The attempt to fit Tokugawa 
Japan, as understood in light of recent research, within Karatani’s 
framework is an attempt to address the status of the theory itself. To this end, 
the author will seek to answer the question of whether Tokugawa Japan 
exemplifies Karatani’s model of history, serves as its illustration, or – by not 
fitting into it – proves the theory’s purely theoretical motivations. This study 
is based on the subject literature available in English.  
 
1. From modes of production to modes of exchange 
The waning years of the 20th century brought a shift in Karatani’s work. The 
troubling geopolitical context of the late 1990s and early 2000s compelled 
him to find a new vantage point, setting aside his focus on literary criticism. 
In search of answers about the current world system and its potential 
alternatives, he continued reworking his lecture on Marx, becoming engaged 
in the theorization of exchange. Against the existing Marxist dogma, 
Karatani’s initial premise was to reject the framing of history through modes 

	
1 In the preface to The Structure, Karatani points out that the notion of rethinking social formations 
from the perspective of exchange was raised by him in Transukuritiiku: Kanto-to Marukusu 
(Karatani 2001; English edition Karatani 2003). However, the idea was not developed as a 
theoretical model until Sekaishi-no Kōzō (Karatani 2010) was first published. 
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of production which is the direct aftermath of canon base-superstructure 
dichotomy. Karatani argues how understanding the “economic” through 
production, i.e., separating it from the ideological (the cultural, religious, 
and/or political), hinders an in-depth historical analysis and thus its further 
theoretical examination. Firstly, this way of understanding makes it 
impossible to accurately reflect and, therefore, understand the social 
formations before industrial capitalism, as well as impossible to construct a 
realistic vision of the future, an alternative to capitalism. Karatani sees the 
world system as an interconnection of capital, nation, and state, rejecting the 
base-superstructure bifurcation. This measure stems from the recognition 
that the active agency and power of the superstructural bodies cannot be 
accounted for by Marx’s economic base (Karatani 2020: XXXVI). Thus, 
deepening Hegel’s Borromean knot by the contemporary understanding 
shall offer a new economic approach, a dialectical overcoming both 
economic determinism as well as, and resulting from it, the undermining of 
the economic sphere as reflected within the broad disciplinary 
specialization. 
The Structure of World History was the first major philosophical book of 
Karatani, where he developed the intuition initially outlined in 
Transcritique: On Kant and Marx (Karatani 2001, English translation 2003). 
This new turn revolved around redefining the economic backdrop of 
historical social formation not in the sphere of production but in exchange. 
For this reason, four interrelated modes of exchange were outlined: mode of 
exchange A, of reciprocity; mode of exchange B, of plunder and 
redistribution; mode of exchange C, of commodity exchange; and mode of 
exchange D, a theoretical formation attributed to transcending the prior ones 
in a post-capitalist world. Together, they constitute social formations and 
define the new economics. Karatani directly defines social formations as 
historically existing “combinations of multiple modes of exchange” 
(Karatani 2014: XVII). Note that none of them exists in separation from the 
others. Karatani brackets them off to unravel their historical background, 
which is critical for explaining and understanding the mutual connection 
between the state, nation, and capital (ibid., 28). Despite all of them 
coexisting during the stages of historical development, their presence differs 
in intensity. Social formations can be distinct based on which one of the four 
modes of exchange is dominant at a given time and place.  
Eventually, the modes of exchange contribute to making such social 
formations as clan (A, mini system), Asiatic (B, world-empire), ancient 
classical (B), feudal (B), and capitalist (C, world-economy) formations 
(ibid., 25). Each of them has a corresponding category shared with 
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Wallerstein’s world-systems. Karatani argues for this conceptual framework 
on the premise of rejecting the aftermath of Hegel’s realization of freedom 
in history marked by historical stages (ibid., XVII–XVIII). 
Methodologically, it is a direct repercussion of the elemental theoretical 
alterations that secure the structural shape of Karatani’s work, leading to 
revoking the deterministic character of geographical specifications and 
historical linearity of the Marxian theory of social formations.  
Even though the introduced notion of modes of exchange is new, the social 
formations featured in The Structure recall those of Marx’s Grundrisse 
(Karatani 2014: 20). The first social formation Karatani outlines is the clan 
society, grounded in Mode A, which has roots in primitive societies’ pooling 
practices (ibid., 35). For comprehensibility, the explanation of the 
reciprocity mechanism revolves around gift exchanges. Its rule is upheld by 
three obligations: to give, to receive, and to reciprocate (as a form of 
returning), which bring groups closer together (ibid., 47). What is important 
to note is that the gift-giving found in Mode C has existed since the 
beginning, which unambiguously proves the domination of Mode A in 
primitive societies (ibid., 82). Karatani distinguishes clan formation from 
primitive society due to the breakthrough marked by the sedentary 
settlement and its consequences on the organization of the community's 
order.  
The discrepancy stresses Karatani’s thesis that fixed settlements disclosed 
as such are not simply a formation between nomadism and the state, but a 
separate alternative (ibid., 56). This notion, however, will be brought back 
when discussing Mode D. The clan social formation concerns non-
hierarchical groups connected by virtue of conventional (sacred, defensive 
or mercantile) alliances, thus, not falling under any absolute, centralized 
force (ibid., 47). As the rule of reciprocity fosters this “inter-between” 
relationship, it counterbalances the eventual inequalities and competition, 
stifling the emergence of the state and holding back class division (ibid., 40). 
On this level, Karatani recognizes what Wallerstein calls a mini-system, as 
the formation exists in a pre-state condition.  
Mode B arises between communities when one plunders another. As plunder 
itself is not a form of exchange, it represents a prototype of the state when 
the ruled are granted peace, protection (kept with gestures of redistribution) 
and order in return for obedience and tribute to the ruling class (Karatani 
2014: 70). Mode B is what Karatani sees as the origins of the state. It 
explicitly assumes going beyond the internal relations of a single community 
which independently would be unable to anchor and solidify a hierarchy 
seen in state bureaucracies (ibid., 72). Despite appearing as a Hobbesian 
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contract theory, Karatani emphasizes that there exists a crucial difference in 
nature between chiefdom, emerging over the rule of reciprocity, and a 
kingdom. Vassalage relations dictated by mode A cannot form a state by 
simple expansion (ibid., 71). Karatani returns to Hobbes when stressing that 
the state is reproduced through the threat of war and disorder.  
Karatani recognizes the first dominance of commodity exchange with the 
transition from feudalism to capitalism in Europe (ibid., 159). Mode C is 
what Marx examined in his work by emphasizing the economic sphere of 
production. Hence, its analysis in The Structure predominantly draws on 
what is conceptually already worked through in Capital. The structure does 
not entail the “reciprocal obligation of Mode A or the brute force compulsion 
of Mode B”, but involves a two-sided consent between free beings (Wark 
2017: 34). However, the concerned parties are ultimately not mutually equal 
(Karatani 2014: 6). The cornerstone of commodity exchange indicates class 
division driven by money as the superior commodity. As a universal 
equivalent, it grants its owner a distinct advantage over holders of other 
commodities, who are incapable of accumulating capital by means of their 
goods. Once wealth is extracted through commodity exchange, Karatani 
writes, the power structure takes on the form of world-economy (ibid., 160).  
As evidenced, “Modes A, B and C produce different kinds of power, which 
are successively community, state and international law” (Wark 2017: 34). 
The fourth is a notion with which Karatani aims to uncover the eventual 
superseding conditions for the world-system dominated by the triplex 
apparatus of Capital-Nation-State. Mode D is somewhat a conclusive part of 
Karatani’s conceptual work in The Structure, which he chose to refer to as a 
Freudian “return of the repressed” (Karatani 2014: 230–231). Within 
Karatani’s model of world history, Mode D is the regulative idea of a force 
transcending the dominating exchange relations by dialectically renewing 
the rule of reciprocity. It corresponds to the envisioned practical plan for 
realizing the World Republic put forth by Kant in Zum ewigen Frieden: Ein 
philosophischer Entwurf (1795), or Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical 
Sketch, as translated into English. Seen as the return of the mini-world 
system but in a higher dimension, it aims at untangling the knot of 
interdependence of the nation on the state and capital. 
Karatani’s project can thus be seen as an intriguing example of the way 
philosophical traditions can be integrated with a historical perspective to 
account for the development of the world’s social formations within a broad 
but coherent conceptual framework. 
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2. The case of Japanese capitalism in theoretical debate 
2.1. Prewar period (mid-1920s to late 1930s) 

After the Japanese Communist Party was founded in 1922, questions on the 
status of present-day capitalism and revolutionary conditions became widely 
discussed among Japanese intellectuals. Comintern Theses of 1927 
denounced the priorly dominant lecture on Marx advocated for by Fukumoto 
Kazuo, exchanging the purity of study with a new theory of revolution. 
Casting light on the particularities of the Japanese case, the philosophy of 
two-stage revolution succeeded in becoming the new line of thought of the 
JCP (Walker 2023). Plans for developing Marxist philosophy through 
revolutionary action provoked several distinct standpoints, reaching beyond 
inner party discussion and those directly engaged in Marxist economics. The 
debate unambiguously dominated the prewar period from the mid-1920s 
continuing into the 1930s, becoming known as the Nihon Shihonshugi 
Ronsō.  
The discussion spun between two opposing schools known as the Kōza-ha 
(the “Lectures” faction) and Rōnō-ha (the “Labor-farming” faction) . The 
name of the former comes from the 7-volume set of lectures regarding the 
history of Japanese capitalism, published by Iwanami Shoten, Nihon 
Shihonshugi Hattatsushi Kōza (Noro et al. 1932–1933). Following 
Comintern’s narrative, it represented the official narrative of the JCP. 
Among others, its representatives were Kinnosuke Ōtsuka, Eitarō Noro, 
Yoshitarō Hirano, and Moritarō Yamada. The Kōza-ha advocated for the 
stagism theory arguing for the necessity of undergoing a bourgeois 
revolution as a crucial step in the further development of Japan’s social 
formation. The main premise of their theoretical analysis of Japanese 
capitalism was the semi-feudal thesis, arguing for the incompleteness of the 
Meiji Restoration. According to the Kōza-ha members, the emperor-system 
(tennōsei) was politically absolutist with a socio-economic feudal basis, thus 
they reflected on the Restoration as only partial. As a result, the then 
contemporary economics could not account for the modern capitalist system. 
With an incomplete bourgeois-revolution, Japan would not thus enter the 
full spectrum of modernity. 
In opposition was the Rōnō-ha, which argued that the Land Tax Reform 
(chisokaisei) instituted in 1873, began the questioned bourgeois-democratic 
revolution. The policy was born out of the “pressure of necessity”, to secure 
an economic basis for future development, in order to protect Japan from 
semi-colonial subjugation (Matsukata 1934: 75). Responding to Kōza-ha’s 
arguments regarding post-1868 feudal characteristics, Rōnō-ha 
representatives saw them not as the remnants of Tokugawa Japan’s 
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feudalism, but as derivatives of a developing, modern capitalism (Totten 
1956: 293). The institutional changes of the Meiji period were allegedly a 
solution to the state of the countryside regions, which would eventually bear 
fruit to the full spectrum of the modern social formation (Yasuba 1975: 68–
74). Hence, despite agreeing on the incompleteness of the Restoration, the 
Rōnō-ha’s view on the revolutionary conditions of 20th century Japan 
remained distinct. 
One of the main points of contention was the high post-Restoration rent 
levels. Yamada from Kōza-ha saw it as the direct cause of barely subsistence 
living standards, poor working conditions and semi-servile (han-reidoteki) 
wages (ibid., 65). According to his estimations, post-Restoration rent could 
grow even higher than the feudal dues. Some members of the faction, like 
Hirano, pointed out how such conditions gave birth to a wide scale trend 
among tenants towards searching for employment away from agriculture, 
contributing to the expansion of light industry, especially cocoon raising, 
weaving, silk reeling and spinning (ibid., 75). Arguing for the “particularity” 
(tokushusei) of Japanese capitalist development of productive forces, Noro, 
leader of the JCP, explained that the practice of confiscating surplus value 
by landowners from tenants was rooted in non-economic coercion (keizaigai 
kyōsei) on the feudal basis (ibid., 66). However, this rationale was not 
satisfying for the Rōnō-ha, which maintained that the Meiji institutional 
changes granted peasants freedom on the non-economic level (ibid., 69). At 
some point however, it was recognized that post-1873 rent was determined 
by means of the same method as in Tokugawa Japan, hence, on feudal basis 
(ibid.).  
Despite Tamizō Kushida recognizing the remnants of feudal system even in 
the Taishō era, other Rōnō members kept diving deeper into theorizing about 
feudalism, arguing that “feudalism was formally and substantially abolished 
with the development of capitalism, or in other words, as commerce invaded 
the villages” (Itsurō Sakisaka, Nihon Shihonshugi-no Shomondai ‘some 
problems of Japanese capitalism’, originally published in Kaizō, October 
1935, as cited in Yasuba 1975: 70). Taking a step further, Takao Tsuchiya 
contended that undermining of feudal restrictions had already been done 
during the Tokugawa Period2. His claim initially focused on the capitalistic 
symptoms within agriculture, with a subsequent focus on large-scale 
production due to the influence of research around the “manufacture” issue 
(Ike 1949: 186). Evoked by a Kōza-ha member, Shisō Hattori, controversy 
sprung up around his thesis that the sphere of production in Tokugawa Japan 

	
2 See also Smith (1959) for a detailed discussion of this topic. 
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was dominated by the one Marx recognized as manufacturing. Albeit 
opposing this statement, Kōza-ha members supported Hattori’s theory about 
the course of Japanese economic transformation. It looked back on the 
beginnings of the country’s modern development, identifying them as 
already existing in the Tokugawa Era. This implied that by the time of the 
Meiji Restoration, the industry was already modern, yet still resting on 
feudally structured agriculture (ibid., 187). 
The mid-1920s to late 1930s can be therefore described as marked by the 
question of how to interpret Japan’s development and its revolutionary 
trajectory. The central point of contention revolved around issues such as 
post-Restoration rent levels, the character of agricultural production, and 
whether capitalist transformation had begun in the Tokugawa period. 
 

2.2. Postwar period (1950s to 1960) 
Historiographical battles surrounding the feudalist controversy (hōken 
ronsō) and unanswered questions about modernity experienced a postwar 
revival amongst historians and economists who tried to confront the past and 
future of political practice in Japan. Attempting to reconcile the intuitions of 
Kōza-ha (Hattori) and Rōnō-ha (Tsuchiya), Gorō Fujita examined the 
groundwork for subsequent industrial development laid upon Tokugawa 
Japan’s economic reality. To put it briefly, demand for harvest forced 
peasants to seek additional income in subsidiary industries, giving birth to a 
nationwide domestic system of production organization and a prototype of 
the wage worker (Ike 1949: 188). On the premise of a rising labor market, 
Fujita argued for the “semi-modern” character of Tokugawa Japan, pointing 
out how “commercial capital and the use of money began to affect the 
economy of the feudal nobility” causing such changes in industry, despite 
resting on a feudal agriculture (ibid.). One would not be mistaken to see 
similarities between such changes in Tokugawa Japan and north-western 
Europe’s path to industrialization. However, there are several significantly 
different factors in these two centers of economic development.  
The foremost research that shed light on such comparison was conducted by 
Thomas C. Smith, who argued that “the earliest non-Western industrializer, 
which also experienced pre-modern growth” was eighteenth and nineteenth-
century Tokugawa Japan (Smith 1973: 127). In the study, Smith examines 
the simultaneous output growth in the reviewed regions against the 
background of their urban dynamics. With the rise of economic growth in 
per capita output as the common denominator in both geopolitical 
environments, the two were separated by their notably divergent 
demographic trends. In contrast to Europe, the expanding output of Japanese 
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towns and castle-towns was accompanied by population decline (ibid., 129). 
Smith reflected upon what then determined such a swell of industrial and 
commercial activity, as it posed a peculiar case against other countries’ 
historical growth models later followed by industrialization.  
Unquestionably, the collected data and remarks regarding the role of the 
market structures and institutional framework accounted for an increased 
understanding of the Japanese case. Later, Smith’s research saw further 
enhancement. Particular significance is given to the work of Osamu Saitō, 
who explored Tokugawa Japan’s average growth rate in quantitative detail, 
focusing on changes in wage levels, labor, land market, and commercial 
agriculture. Provided that GDP per capita was increasing in both regions, 
even while European wages declined but Tokugawa Japan’s wages grew, 
Saitō makes important remarks regarding the Western proto-industrial 
model of development, arguing that eventual discrepancies between these 
two cases make the model “inapplicable in the Japanese case” (Howell 1992: 
276).  
An extensive inquiry into the issue of Tokugawa Japan’s proto-industrial 
status has been done by David Howell. Albeit deriving directly from Saitō’s 
scrutiny of the model, Howell advocates for its adequacy, by going beyond 
the realm of production to explain Japan’s structural transformation. He 
gives an example of a working understanding of proto-industrialization with 
a case study of Hokkaido herring fisheries, responsible for large-scale 
fertilizer production during the late Tokugawa Era and early Meiji period. 
Howell posits that proto-industrialization should be placed within the 
horizon of social and economic history, as only then are we able to grasp the 
nature of its successful transformation to capitalism. The pivotal part of this 
notion is to consider proto-industrialization as “the nexus between 
commercialization and capitalism”, while understanding capitalism as not 
only a social, but also economic, change (ibid., 277).  
The above overview of historical scholarship is an attempt to give a concise 
background for further investigation. Naturally, it does not cover the whole 
subject, nor does it lay claim to be the only narrative about Tokugawa 
Japan’s economic growth and its implications. Nevertheless, it should 
eliminate any top-down tendency to regard this period of history merely as 
feudal in its most basic sense. It highlights how the earlier debate on 
Japanese capitalism was revisited as scholars sought to reinterpret 
Tokugawa Japan’s economic trajectory and its implications for Japan’s 
modernity, as Japan faced new challenges that did not fit into the patterns of 
European model of transformation. The quoted body of research challenges 
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the view of the Tokugawa period as purely feudal, revealing instead a 
multilayered process of economic and social change. 
 
3. Karatani’s modes of exchange versus the notion of proto-capitalism  
The concepts of proto-capitalism or proto-industrialization, whose 
respective definitions are provided below, do not appear within the 
framework of Karatani’s work 3 , neither in the context of Japan nor 
neighbouring theorization regarding the historical process of social 
formation articulation. Thus, it is necessary to clarify the conceptual model 
fundamental for further investigation to ensure consistency and 
comprehensibility.  
Taking into account existing research in the field, it is still safe to follow 
Franklin Mendels in his original understanding of proto-industrialization as 
the “growth of ‘pre-industrial industry’”, the “first phase” for further 
development into industrial capitalism (Mendels 1972: 241). It was the first 
model that put forward a theory regarding the development of modern 
factory industrialization in strict connection to demographic behaviour 
(Kriedte et al. 1993: 217). As mentioned in 2.2., Howell extends this notion, 
grasping proto-industrialization as a junction between commercialization 
and capitalism. He defines the former as the “widespread commodification 
of agricultural produce and other goods”, whereas, under capitalism, wage 
labor emerges, which becomes the new, superior commodity organizing 
production by being available for sale and buying, thus altering prevailing 
social relations (Howell 1992: 277). Notwithstanding, adopting the 
preceding would mean remaining within the scope of Marx’s definition of 
capitalism, embedded in the perspective of production, at least as argued by 
Karatani.  
On a logical level, to grasp the capitalist social formation via Karatani’s 
theoretical intervention is to outline its dominant mode of exchange (cf. 1) 
– Mode C or the commodity exchange underpinned with elements of Mode 
B (plunder-redistribution), a cognate of feudalism. Therefore, it is perhaps 
fitting to accept then the working definition of proto-capitalism as the first 
phase of the “process of reorganizing the modes of exchange”, which is how 
Karatani characterizes the transition from feudal to capitalist social 
formation (Karatani 2008: 582). Accordingly, articulating its symptoms 
requires understanding how the feudalist and capitalist social formations 
depend upon Modes B and C, respectively. Karatani draws on Karl 
Wittfogel’s theory of core, surrounded by margin and submargin, and 

	
3 The author only refers to work that has been translated to English.  
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Wallerstein’s theory of world systems. He supports these buttresses by 
arguing that “the formation of one society largely depends upon the 
formation of adjacent societies” (ibid., 577).  
In line with the adopted framework, the feudal social formation was 
characteristic of the submargin structure. When examining exchanges within 
6th-century East Asia, Japan is considered an infrequent case of a 
submarginal “semiperiphery of the new world-economy, … [that was] able 
to move into the core” (Karatani 2014: 108). The core to which Japan 
responds is the core of the Asiatic empire, China, with Korea forming its 
margin (ibid., 125). Particularly, submarginal regions’ dependency on the 
core, unlike that of marginal region, is not decisive, for they can preserve 
autonomy while drawing on substantial civilizational influence from the 
outside (ibid., 110). However, Karatani generally states that the “submargins 
adopted the civilization (writing system or technology) but fundamentally 
rejected the centralized bureaucratic structure that existed in the core … 
[because they] preserved to a great degree the principle of reciprocity (Mode 
A), which rejected hierarchy” (ibid.). Karatani does not extensively explore 
this understanding with explicit reference to mediaeval Japan’s reciprocity, 
yet this is not the issue of primary concern.  
Taking into account the historical example of Japan, following the adoption 
of the Tang dynasty’s system of governance, the newly introduced 
administration fostered the spread of kanji and the significant development 
of a land-based transportation system. As argued by Yoshihiko Amino, a 
clear departure from the past driven by the archaic imperial desire for 
expansion was observed. The introduction of the ritsuryō state marked the 
reinforcement of the ideology of agrarian fundamentalism supported by 
Confucianism as one of the main governing imperatives (Amino 2012: 50). 
It was reflected in the establishment of a new taxation system based on 
paddy land allotment, of a family registration system, and of new land 
administration, creating a much tighter state control that operated on written 
records (ibid., 48–49). Therefore, the administration of the state was firmly 
anchored in the documentary practice (monjoshugi) of irrefutable 
importance for the later expansion of Chinese characters (ibid.). Given this, 
it is hard to comply with the general thesis put forward by Karatani that 
explicitly undermines the impact of changes within bureaucratic structure 
after adopting the Chinese system, as it came to have a substantial effect, 
markedly changing power structures on the whole archipelago. 
Nevertheless, the study of Japan’s transition to feudalism lies beyond the 
scope of this paper.  
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Karatani identifies the beginnings of Japanese feudalism between the 7th 
and 8th centuries, which distinguishes him from the commonly held view 
that feudalism emerged only in the Heian–Kamakura period. Karatani sees 
it as a result of Japan being a submargin of the Chinese empire, which led to 
the introduction of the ritsuryō system in Japan. Apart from defining it in 
terms of modes of exchange and spatial properties, he conceptualizes 
feudalism as a “mutually binding contractual relationship of fief for loyalty 
between lord and retainers” (Karatani 2014: 125). Considering the power 
structure in Edo Japan, Karatani sees feudalism as a social formation where 
the rule of authority has two primary sources, i.e., the shogunate and feudal 
lords (daimyō). Despite its upbuilt structure, the former had limited power 
over local regions, so decentralization was already present.  
Karatani refers to the Tokugawa period in a two-fold way. Firstly, as one 
with “aspects more characteristic of a centralized state than of feudalism” 
(ibid., 126). Secondly, as “feudal and not Asiatic” (ibid., 326n21). The 
former, he explains by saying that “it attempted to establish a centralized 
bureaucratic structure [that] sought to legitimize itself by situating itself 
within the continuity of the imperial state that had existed since antiquity” 
(ibid., 126). The latter is explained by taking into consideration a trend 
beginning in the 14th century Japan when “[peasants] acquired de facto 
private ownership over land” (ibid., 326n21). It may seem contradictory, 
even though both formations fall under the domination of Mode B. The 
centralized state, whose superiority appears to be indicated by the first 
sentence, is characteristic of Asiatic social formation (tightly connected with 
bureaucracy), which the second sentence seems to regard as dominated by 
feudalism. Where does this contradiction stem from?  
 

Marx’s Asiatic social formation is characterized by a system in which 
one community gains ascendance over another and mandates compulsory 
service or tribute payments. In other words, it is a system in which mode 
of exchange B is dominant. Of course, there are various kinds of systems 
in which mode of exchange B is dominant, including feudal and slavery 
systems. They differ in whether the principle of reciprocity still remains 
intact within the ruling community. If it remains, it is difficult to establish 
a centralized order [which] requires abolishing reciprocity among the 
ruling classes. Only then are a central authority and the organization of a 
bureaucratic system possible (Karatani 2014: 22).  

 
One should look closer at how Karatani theorizes the origins of the state. 
Pre-state feudal structure preserves the principle of reciprocity (to a great 
degree) within its communities consisting of two levels (ibid., 110). 
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Centralization is blocked by the existence of lower and higher-level 
groupings, i.e., by the existence of a reciprocal conflict (ibid., 68–69). The 
state emerges when, symptomatic of reciprocity between communities, 
infinite vendettas are prohibited, as they constitute the autonomy of a 
community. When this happens, the agency is conveyed to the state, which 
operates under bureaucracy. Hence, when the independence of lower-level 
communities is negated, state community emerges. There seems to be 
confirmation that centralization, therefore bureaucracy, is tightly connected 
with the state. However, the example of feudal Tokugawa Japan poses a 
counterinstance of this notion.  
Due to the significant agency of the warrior class and decentralized power 
dissipated between the daimyō, “the warrior-farmer system based on 
personal ties of fief for loyalty” was more important than loyalty to the 
shogunate (ibid., 125). This shift weakened the existing state structure, 
making it harder for the central government to maintain control over the 
entire area, especially the Eastern part of the archipelago. Karatani sees this 
shift as a factor of great importance that gave rise to the emergence of private 
property, which we can eventually see reflected in the levels of employment 
and production, as shown by research conducted on the topic of 
manufacturing in Tokugawa Japan (the second notion he does not make 
explicit). Karatani contends that “in feudal systems that refused the 
establishment of a centralized state, trade and cities were able to develop 
outside of state control” (ibid., 25). Supposing that Tokugawa Japan was an 
example of such, Hattori’s claim that after the Azuchi-Momoyama period, 
“absolutism miscarried in the Edo Period” would seem fitting (Amino 2012: 
117–118). The image of a decentralized, feudal state, with a hint of 
reciprocity, as Karatani could probably call it, Japan appears to be in line 
with the narrative of Amino, although the parallels offer more of an 
interpretive tool rather than facilitate a definitive historical interpretation. 
It seems to agree with this wildly repressed approach among historians, 
which casts a new light on the Meiji Restoration and Japan’s modernization, 
as it points out the self-agency of the domains that backed up the Restoration 
(ibid.). Amino maintains that these could not have been “remote and 
backward” due to the “accumulated volume of commercial and financial 
enterprises” that were the result of long-time conducted maritime trade 
(ibid.). With that, he postulates that “we must not underestimate [...] the 
growth of capitalist society up to and throughout the Edo period” (ibid.). 
Notwithstanding the above, the echoes of “ancient imperial structures” 
purposefully intensified by the shogunate allowed the Tokugawa rule to 
uphold its legitimacy (Karatani 2014: 126).  
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What can be thus said about the issue of (de)centralization and the 
contradiction around it? To answer this question, it would seem that the 
centralized and Asiatic (as understood by Karatani) Tokugawa Japan is the 
official image consistent with the government's ideology of agrarian 
fundamentalism. On the other hand, the “feudal and not Asiatic” Japan 
would reflect the actual links between economic, social, and demographic 
change that could be observed in the everyday life of the ruled classes. On 
the one hand, such change – as demonstrated by research to date – goes way 
beyond what can fit into the notion of feudalism, “contributing not only to 
our understanding of Japanese economic history” but one that “refines the 
proto-industrialization model as a theoretical construct as well” (Howell 
1992: 282). On the other hand, the prevailing trend of research striving to 
prove the early-modern character of Tokugawa Japan is said to be “grounded 
in invalid conventional thinking that overwhelming majority of the 
population was agricultural, which diminishes the force of the economic 
society” (Amino 2012: 117).  
When thinking about the shift towards the capitalist mode of exchange, is it 
congruent with growing centralization? Although it is hard, if not 
impossible, to point out a demarcation line between an enough-centralized 
and not enough-centralized state, as Karatani does not state it, he does give 
an answer, although very broadly. He contends that the “modern state is 
virtually unchanged from earlier states”, as it still operates on the plunder-
redistribution mode, yet “it took on the form of state taxation and 
redistribution […] Moreover, the people, having replaced the king in the 
position of sovereign, were subordinated to the politicians and bureaucratic 
structures that were supposed to be their representatives” (ibid.). Therefore, 
modes of exchange B and C are inseparable, despite each constituting a base 
for different “ideational superstructures” – B is a fundament for the state, C 
for the city or capitalist economy (ibid., 65). Taking a step further, the city’s 
rise is inseparable from the rise of the state (ibid.). Shizuo Katsumata 
displays a similar intuition, seeing the 15th–16th century town and village 
system as a prototype of today’s hamlets and cities (Amino 2012: XL). 
Asking about the reasons for their development, Amino argues that only a 
careful examination of the “cumulative effect of major transformations on a 
variety of levels” allows us to understand the significance of the growth in 
productivity within such settlements, together with the division of labor 
(ibid.). He sees such reductionism as a direct cause of overlooking economic 
and social phenomena of significant influence like religion, commerce, the 
status of the marginal groups, women, and writing, which largely shaped 
how Japanese society progressed. In this way, the output of his insight seems 
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to be in tune with Karatani’s general idea about reshaping the discourse 
around the relentless geopolitical and socio-economic reflection. 
The discussion emphasizes that while the notions of proto-capitalism and 
proto-industrialization are not explicitly framed within Karatani’s theory, 
the concept of modes of exchange does not necessarily remain redundant 
with respect to studying Japanese historical transitions. Ultimately, the 
analysis underscores the inseparability of social, economic, and political 
transformations in shaping early-modern Japan, refining both Karatani’s 
framework and broader models of proto-industrial development. 
 
Conclusions 
A great deal of the above remarks consists of comparing Karatani’s insights 
on Japan with the ones of Amino. This choice stems from the abundance of 
Amino’s research on Japanese history, which poses a new direction for 
interpreting key issues to which the vast majority of scholarly literature is 
subject. One such matter is the status of premodern agrarian society. The 
notion challenged by Amino rests upon the conviction that Japan was 
agricultural because nearly 80% of its population (at least until the late 
Tokugawa period) consisted of farmers (Amino 2012: 4). However, as 
argued, this is an inaccurate oversimplification stemming from the 
implications of the term hyakushō, which stands for “villagers” who initially 
constituted the mentioned roughly 80% of the population. In this sense, 
Amino, supported by extensive documentary evidence, wrestles with the 
complexity of misinterpretation in historical research. The term hyakushō, 
interpreted as “farmers” leads to a widespread fallacy reinforced by the 
agrarian fundamentalist ideology that preaches that the country was 
agricultural. Therefore, people who did not fit this common notion were 
largely overlooked. This included professions like coastal people or 
mountain dwellers. The excluded, who in reality had a strong sense of 
agency in terms of Japan’s economic development, seem to have become 
the subject of scholarly attention only in the 20th century. The insights that 
emerged with the study of Japanese capitalism in the wake of the debate on 
the feudal controversy are, in fact, long overdue. At the same time, the 
prominent research on Japanese feudalism and capitalism rests on the 
shoulders of this misconception. However, before postulating the urgency 
of revising this deeply rooted outlook, this theory needs further examination. 
Amino’s objective is generally limited to the pre-Tokugawa period, which 
is why, despite the all-encompassing resonance of his understanding of 
Japan, it is impossible to duly implement it to study Japanese proto-
capitalism here and now.  
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Nevertheless, trivial as it may seem, noticing the perspective-based 
dichotomy between the ruling and ruled classes appears to be crucial. In the 
context of Japanese capitalism, this notion still needs deepening, although, 
ironically enough, it originated from the Marxists of prewar Japan. 
Nonetheless, the general intuition of rethinking history from a wider 
perspective seems to show through Karatani’s attempt to reconcile the 
Marxian base and superstructure. Examining the question of Japan’s modern 
state and its (de)centralization through Karatani’s conceptual framework, 
some things cannot be explained only through the formal principle of state’s 
agrarian fundamentalism based on land taxes (Amino 2012: 117). On this 
premise, Karatani’s system might offer new insights into the case of 
Japanese capitalism, as well as pose a tool for expanding the argument 
initiated by Amino.  
That said, The Structure does not offer any specific insights on Japan, ones 
that would be reminiscent of the extent of attention devoted to Greece and 
Rome which Karatani also considers submargins of the Asiatic empire. All 
the less is said about the Tokugawa Era. Additionally, the broad scope of his 
inquiry seems to leave little to no place for such detailed treatment of an Era 
veiled in unclarity. In this light, the possibility of extrapolating his historical 
model as a methodological tool for investigating the still confusing problem 
of early modern Japan, especially when adopting Amino’s notion, is limited. 
Karatani’s model of history, while not failing to take root, remains too vague 
in light of current research to offer a comprehensive alternative narrative. 
Thus, the blueprint put forward in The Structure applied to the case study of 
Tokugawa Japan remains limited to the theoretical level, which encourages 
one to critically evaluate its applicability. Nevertheless, it is hard to 
conjecture what use Karatani’s theory will have in light of developing 
research. Using the mode of exchange framework seems more responsive to 
fluctuations of historiographical evidence, yet it compels one to ask whether 
such a departure from Marx’s critique of political economy does not yield 
too many sacrifices. 
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“Loyal to Youth” – the history of the poetry 

magazine Kai based on the essay by Noriko Ibaragi 
 
ABSTRACT 
This article aims to examine the origins and principles of the Japanese poetry 
magazine Kai as detailed in Noriko Ibaragi’s (1926–2006) essay Kai Shōshi (‘a 
brief history of Kai’, 1969). The magazine, founded by Ibaragi and Hiroshi 
Kawasaki (1930–2004), emerged during the post-war era as a response to the 
ideological constraints that previously governed Japanese poetry. Kai 
distinguished itself from other literary magazines like Arechi and Rettō by 
emphasizing individuality, creative autonomy, and a break from traditional 
poetic forms. Ibaragi’s reflections in Kai Shōshi provide crucial insight into the 
magazine’s impact on postwar Japanese poetry, fostering a space for personal 
expression. This article contributes to the English-language scholarship by 
exploring the origins of Kai. In addition to discussing the historical and 
ideological context of the magazine’s foundation, this article presents and 
analyzes selected poems by Kai poets. These close readings illuminate the 
group’s poetic vision and their commitment to being accessible and socially 
engaged. 
 
KEYWORDS: Noriko Ibaragi, Hiroshi Kawasaki, Kai, postwar poetry, poetry 
magazines 
 

Introduction  
“One day, a letter arrived. Would you like to start a magazine together? – it 
was an invitation from Hiroshi Kawasaki” (Ibaragi 2022a: 227)1. This is how 
the essay Kai Shōshi (‘a brief history of Kai’) begins, which Noriko Ibaragi 
published in 1969. The emerging Japanese poet Kawasaki approached the 

	
1 All excerpts from Japanese and Polish sources were translated into English by the author.	
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equally young and still unknown poet, Ibaragi, proposing they collaborate 
on a poetry magazine together. Although these two individuals were initially 
unfamiliar with each other, through their collaborative efforts, they 
ultimately succeeded in charting a course that diverged from the trajectory 
followed by the so-called first wave of post-war poets. 
There is no doubt that the publication of periodicals played a crucial role in 
the development of modern Japanese poetry, both before the onset of the 
Second World War and after the cessation of military hostilities. It was 
within the pages of these small magazines that writers, whose names would 
later become widely recognized, first published their works, thus securing a 
permanent place for them in the canon of Japanese literature. Various 
periodicals, such as Kai, provided a forum for discussions on the nature of 
poetry, as well as a bridge connecting poets who adhered to similar values. 
Modern Japanese poetry experienced a renaissance of lyricism after 
censorship relaxed and nationalist ideals were abandoned. Freed from 
ideological and political pressures, numerous magazines began to emerge, 
and the 1950s are often regarded as the golden age of contemporary poetry 
(Gotō 2010: 120). The beginning of the Kai group coincides with this period.  
This article analyzes the inception of the magazine Kai and the foundational 
principles established by its founders, which distinguish it from other 
leading magazines, particularly Arechi and Rettō. The analysis focuses on 
the essay by Ibaragi, one of the co-founders of Kai, providing insights into 
the distinctive ideological framework that shaped the magazine’s direction 
and objectives. 
Ibaragi was “(…) arguably Japan’s preeminent living female poet (…)” until 
she died in 2006 (Mulvey 2010: 100). She, as well as other members of Kai 
magazine, grew up during a period of intensified military actions. Following 
Japan’s defeat, she began her literary career with a poetry collection titled 
Taiwa (‘dialog’, 1955). In her debut volume, one can already discern works 
that reflect the author’s experiences from her coming-of-age years. Some 
poems directly reference contemporary events, occasionally of historical 
significance, making them a valuable source illustrating both her views and 
the mood prevailing among the young Japanese intelligentsia of that time. 
Masako Tomura divides Ibaragi’s poetry into three categories: cheerful, 
humorous poems with an optimistic view on life; poems that reject war and 
critically describe contemporary society; and nostalgic poetry expressing the 
author’s sense of loneliness (Tomura 2018: 272). Ibaragi’s lyrical work is 
multidimensional, and Tomura’s division is just one of many possible 
interpretations. Although Ibaragi is primarily known as a poet, her body of 
work also includes essays that provide valuable insights into contemporary 
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Japanese poetry and often serve as a contextual framework for 
understanding her poetic output. 
The essay Kai Shōshi is the first and most important source describing the 
history of Kai magazine, yet it has not been analyzed within the scope of the 
English-language scholarship. This article aims to fill that gap by examining 
the magazine’s origins and offering English translations and close readings 
of selected poems by poets associated with Kai, with particular attention to 
their central themes. As Ibaragi herself notes in Kai Shōshi, it is difficult to 
clearly define a unified set of themes for the group, given the diversity of 
individual voices and poetic approaches. Nevertheless, according to the 
author of this study, one of the most significant aspects of Kai poetry is its 
strong sense of social engagement, which can be traced back to the poets’ 
heightened sensitivity shaped by their experiences of the Second World War. 
Through these analyses, the article seeks to illuminate the group’s creative 
vision and literary contributions. Due to the limited scope of this article, only 
a selection of representative poems is presented and discussed. 
 
1. Prelude to the founding of the Kai magazine 
The history of the magazine Kai can be divided into two periods. The first 
one began with the publication of the first issue in May 1953 and ended with 
the release of the eleventh issue in April 1955. The second period began after 
the magazine resumed its activity following a ten-year break, with the 
twelfth issue being released in 1965. From that moment until 1999, 
subsequent editions were published intermittently (Kim 2022: 24). In total, 
thirty-three issues were printed (Gotō 2010: 139). 
The founding of the magazine, which aimed to promote poetry, was 
undoubtedly a result of the passion and enthusiasm of its founders. However, 
it is important to consider other factors that played a crucial role in its 
creation and development. One of the most significant influences was the 
presence and activity of other literary publications, particularly the poetry 
magazine Shigaku.  
Shigaku was one of the most influential poetry magazines that contributed 
to the success of many young and ambitious poets. First published in 1947, 
this monthly magazine served as a platform for freedom of expression within 
the world of poetry (Mizutani 2006: 18). It was within the pages of this 
magazine, in the Shigaku Kenkyūkai (‘Poetics Research Association’) 
section, that Ibaragi first published her poem Isamashii Uta (‘brave song’) 
in 1950 (Gotō 2010: 113). Shigaku not only played a pivotal role in the early 
stages of Ibaragi’s creative journey but also contributed to the establishment 
of Kai. 
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As indicated in the opening of the essay Kai Shōshi, it was Kawasaki who 
first proposed a collaboration with Ibaragi. At the time, he was four years 
younger than Ibaragi, but he, too, had been publishing his poems in the same 
section. In the essay, Ibaragi refers to the Shigaku Kenkyūkai as a dōjō, a 
place for the practice of martial arts or meditation (Ibaragi 2022a: 230). She 
also compares it to Shōka Sonjuku (ibid., 238), a private school founded at 
the end of the Edo period in Hagi, where, among others, the samurai Shōin 
Yoshida taught (Rubinger 1982: 192). These analogies are significant as 
they evoke places where practical skills are acquired. Referring to the 
association created by Ibaragi, the founders and members who eventually 
joined Kai can be considered as „alumni of Shigaku”. 
Furthermore, Ibaragi herself emphasized the importance of the critical 
feedback she received from the selectors and more experienced writers 
employed at Shigaku, including Shirō Murano2 (Ibaragi 2022a: 228). The 
magazine and Shigaku Kenkyūkai were thus spaces that brought together 
emerging poets, allowing them to develop their literary techniques and 
present their works to a broader audience of readers. It is worth noting that 
Ibaragi, Kawasaki, and other members, such as Shuntarō Tanikawa3, Tatsu 
Tomotake4 , and Hiroshi Yoshino5 , were connected to it. Therefore, the 
history of Kai cannot overlook the influence of Shigaku and the Shigaku 
Kenkyūkai, as they served as a prelude to its establishment. 
 
2. In contrast to the magazines Arechi and Rettō 
The decision to establish Kai was influenced not only by Ibaragi and 
Kawasaki’s relationship with the magazine Shigaku but also by their desire 
to create contemporary poetry that would break away from the conventions 
adopted immediately after the end of the Second World War. As Ibaragi 
notes in her essay: 
 

(...) I can’t shake the feeling that we all had an instinctive need to fill the 
gaps left by Arechi and Rettō. (…) [T]he post-war poetry movement was 

	
2 Shirō Murano (1901–1975) was a Japanese poet and the former president of the Japan Modern 
Poets Association. Initially, he wrote traditional Japanese poetry, but under the influence of German 
poetry, he began composing contemporary poems inspired by magical realism. He made his debut 
in 1926 with the poetry collection Wana (‘the trap’). 
3 Shuntarō Tanikawa (1931–2024) was a poet, essayist, photographer, screenwriter, and translator; 
he is the author of over sixty poetry collections. His first poetry volume, titled Nijūoku Kōnen-no 
Kodoku (‘two billion light years of solitude’), was published in 1952. 
4 Tatsu Tomotake, born Masanori Tomotake (1931–1993), was a poet, baritone singer, musical actor, 
voice actor, and the host of a cooking program. 
5 Hiroshi Yoshino (1926–2014) was a poet and essayist. He made his debut in 1957 with a poetry 
collection titled Shōsoku (‘news’). 
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bare bones, and its juice, color, downy hair, all seemed extremely scarce. 
Can an organism still fully perform its biological functions if these 
elements were removed, leaving only bones? Would the result be poetry 
created by a being such as a human? (Ibaragi 2022a: 245)  

 
According to Ibaragi, the poetry magazines that had previously been at the 
center of attention did not adequately reflect the changing reality in Japanese 
society. They were merely “skeletons”.  
As Ibaragi mentions, after the cessation of military activities, one of the most 
important poetry magazines was Arechi. The name of the magazine refers to 
T.S. Eliot’s poem The Waste Land. Eliot’s vision of a wasteland had a 
profound impact on the imaginations of postwar Japanese poets. Cities that 
were annihilated during the Second World War – such as Nagasaki, 
Hiroshima, and Tokyo – became a reflection of the words of the British-
American poet (Sugiyama 1961: 225). The magazine was published from 
1947 to 1948 and gathered poets who were disillusioned with the reality they 
had had to confront during the period of the Second World War. In their 
work, they rejected both the artistry in language and form, as well as the 
avant-garde and socialist realism (Keene 1984: 366). 
The postwar language and norm crisis, noticeable worldwide, can also be 
observed in Japanese lyric poetry, and the members of the Arechi group can 
be seen as representatives of the so-called poetics of silence.  
The generation of poets belonging to the Arechi group directly experienced 
the consequences of Japan’s imperial ambitions. They were witnesses not 
only to numerous air raids and murders but also to the defeat of their country, 
culminating in the dropping of two atomic bombs. In their poetry, an elegiac 
tone is thus noticeable. The axiological chaos that arose from traumatic 
experiences resulted in a loss of faith in the future. The poets of this group 
believed that in Japan, “there is not even a place to die, let alone live” 
(Melanowicz 1996: 235). The war-torn Japanese land and the eroding values 
within society caused the lyricism of the Arechi group to become nihilistic, 
pessimistic, and sometimes veering into defeatism. 
The doubt in positive developments and a better future was not only a result 
of traumatic experiences but also stemmed from the observation of another 
armed conflict. From 1950 to 1953, the Korean War took place on the 
Korean Peninsula, which further solidifying the poets’ belief that concepts 
such as security and peace were merely unstable values in the life of every 
individual. In their poetry, they also depicted the threats and a sense of inner 
emptiness caused by the Korean War, viewing it as another manifestation of 
the world’s aberration that they had to confront (Keene 1984: 368).  
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In 1952, when the Arechi magazine had already been withdrawn, the 
magazine Rettō began to gain significant attention. Poets belonging to this 
literary group created works in the spirit of socialist realism, reflecting their 
leftist views. However, the creators sought to distance themselves from the 
proletarian poetry that had emerged before the Second World War, as it was 
seen as overly simplistic. The banality of form used by their predecessors 
was perceived as a sign of artistic immaturity, so the poets of Rettō chose to 
describe the world in a surrealistic manner (ibid., 370). A more advanced 
poetic technique set the representatives of this group apart not only from the 
pre-war writers focused on the problems of the lower social classes but also 
from the poets associated with Arechi. 
Although the Rettō poets broke away from conventions in favour of a more 
sophisticated form, their poems remained closely tied to their leftist 
orientation. Rettō’s poetry was “full of civil pathos, rich with impressive 
imagery, and poignant folk humour, sometimes turning into caustic political 
satire” (Dolin 2015: 86). Their works were not devoid of revolutionary 
slogans which aimed to influence social attitudes and contribute to the 
formation of a new, young generation of Japanese people.  
However, according to Ibaragi, these two leading magazines in the literary 
world did not create conditions for sharing poetry that would break away 
from ideology or pessimistic visions. The Kai group consisted mainly of 
poets born in the 1930s. Melanowicz (1996: 234) emphasizes that they did 
not have “direct wartime experience”, so their worldview differed from that 
of older writers. At this point, it is worth adding that the paper’s author does 
not fully agree with Melanowicz’s statement. A good example is Ibaragi, 
who was born in 1926, so her formative years coincided with Japan’s 
increased military activity. While Ibaragi did not participate in the war as 
actively as soldiers, she, like other young girls, was mobilized to work in a 
factory producing medicines for the Japanese Navy (Yumoto 2016: 101). 
Her youth had an impact on her later work, and the themes of losing freedom 
and ruthless submission to the system are evident not only in her poetry but 
also in her essays (Luo 2017: 23)6. Ibaragi’s personal history, shaped by 
wartime mobilization and postwar disillusionment, reflects broader 
tendencies within the Kai group. Her experience was not unique, but rather 
emblematic of a generation of poets whose adolescence was marked by the 
final years of the war and the difficult transition into a new era. 
 

	
6  It is worth noting that although Luo focuses primarily on the innovative way of expressing 
emotions and depicting the world in the poetry of two selected poets, she also notes the significant 
role that the Second World War played in shaping the work of the co-founder of the Kai magazine.  
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3. About Kai  
3.1 Thematic diversity in the postwar context  

The members of Kai were distinguished from the representatives of Arechi 
by a ten- to fifteen-year age difference, so they could not identify with the 
ideas promoted by the Arechi poets, who identified as the lost generation 
that became a victim of history. Moreover, their vision of the world was 
disillusioned, which irreparably destroyed their value system. On the other 
hand, the members of Kai were much younger than this group, and, with the 
end of the war, they entered adulthood with new problems and challenges. 
Therefore, a diversity of themes is noticeable in their works.  
Of course, among their poems, one can find texts that refer to wartime 
experiences or Japan’s defeat. One such work is Kōen Mata-wa Shukumei-
no Maboroshi (‘a park or a vision of destiny’, henceforth: A Park or a Vision 
of Destiny) by Tanikawa, originally published in the fourteenth issue of Kai, 
which serves as an example of prose poetry: 
 

A Park or a Vision of Destiny 
  

There was an old shrine, its roof covered by a second, larger roof for 
protection. There was an old monument to the fallen, and farther back, 
a new monument to peace. (In this small town, over four hundred 
people died in the war.) There had likely once been a ring for 
ceremonies – its trampled outline now barely visible7. There was a 
great tree, and its young leaves shimmered in the sunlight at its crown. 
There was a red iron bridge, and the sound of footsteps echoed loudly 
when one crossed it. A river flowed beneath. There stood a Jizō 
statue8 with its head broken off, a stone had been placed gently where 
the head had been – an old woman, passing by, bowed before it. 
A gentle wind was blowing. 
There was a white stone bench, worn stone steps, and a black car in 
which my wife was dozing. Our two small children were at the 
riverbank, tossing pebbles into the water. 
Empty bottles and rotting vegetables had been discarded along the 
shore. A madwoman approached, barefoot, muttering something; she 

	
7 In the original, the expression matsuri-no hi-no tame-no dohyō appears. The poet likely referred to 
the ceremony to purify the ring before the start of a sumo tournament, commonly known as dohyō 
matsuri. 
8 Jizō is a Buddhist deity who is a protector of children, travelers, and the souls of the deceased. In 
Japan, they are often found along roads, at temples, or in cemeteries. People dress them in red hats 
and bibs, asking for protection, especially for children, including those who died before birth. For 
details cf. Glassman (2012).  
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lifted a large stone and crushed the heads of both children. Blood 
streamed, the children died instantly – that is what I saw. 
 
In what I can see there is something I can't see. Within what is 
there is something that is not. Within what is not there is 
what is. The possible and the impossible overlap does this 
terrifying hope for bruised harvests not shape the structure of the 
world? 
 
There was a ruined roadside shrine. A low wire fence. Scattered 
sweets lay on the ground. My wife awoke in the car and screamed. 
The children came running, laughing, their hands wet with river water 
(Tanikawa 2023: 96–97).  

 
The poem can be divided into three distinct parts. In the first part, the speaker 
offers a detailed depiction of the town in which he finds himself. Particular 
attention is drawn to a shrine that houses two monuments – an old one and 
a newer one erected in memory of those who perished in the war. The latter 
structure stands as a material trace of wartime trauma – “In this small town, 
over four hundred people died in the war” – still inscribed upon the 
landscape. The description is rendered in strikingly realistic detail: the 
family spends time together, and the children play by the riverbank. 
However, the sudden appearance of a mysterious “madwoman” violently 
disrupts this seemingly idyllic scene. The ensuing act of brutal murder 
unfolds in a manner that borders on the surreal. 
What follows is a fragment of disordered, philosophical reflection, in which 
the speaker meditates on the threshold between presence and absence, being 
and non-being. The line “does this terrifying hope for bruised harvests not 
shape the structure of the world?” suggests that the world is not merely 
formed by realized events but also by fears and hopes that remain unrealized.  
In the final section, the poet returns to the setting described at the outset. 
Once again, the speaker is with his family by the river, and it may be inferred 
that he has been awakened from a nightmarish vision by his wife’s scream. 
Yet the reader remains uncertain whether the scene of violence was merely 
a dream, a premonition, or perhaps a resurfacing of wartime trauma that 
continues to shape the speaker’s perception of reality. 
This poem offers a poignant meditation on the instability of the real in which 
the visible and the invisible, the possible and the impossible, life and death, 
continually intersect. Tanikawa, through the seemingly ordinary language of 
everyday life, reveals a profound existential tension – the drama of human 
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consciousness suspended between the real and the imagined. The poem may 
thus be read as a poetic articulation of the psychological condition of 
postwar society – a society that outwardly appears to have returned to 
normalcy, yet continues to bear the weight of unhealed wounds. 
 
3.2 Social engagement and the search for meaning 
The poets of the Kai group, carrying the memory of the Second World War, 
expressed strong opposition to all forms of armed conflict. While they reflect 
on the traumas inflicted by the past war, as in the poem discussed above, 
they are equally attuned to emerging conflicts that threaten global peace. For 
instance, in her poem Chi (‘blood’, henceforth: Blood) initially published in 
the twenty-seventh issue of Kai, Ibaragi invokes the figure of Saddam 
Hussein, thereby linking historical trauma to contemporary geopolitical 
anxieties:  
 

Blood  
 
The Iraqi singer recited 
earnestly, shaking his hips 
let us offer our blood to Saddam 
let us offer our lives to Saddam 
a well-known song 
 
Forty-five years ago, we sang the same way 
German children also sang that way 
for the glory of the Führer 
when you sing about offering blood 
 
There is nothing noble in it 
blood should be used for your good 
if you deliberately wish to offer it 
it should only be to your dearest, your closest  
(Ibaragi 2022b: 44–45) 
 

The poet draws a striking analogy between the events that occurred under 
Hussein’s dictatorship and those of the Second World War. In the opening 
stanza of the poem, singers chant in praise of their leader: “let us offer our 
blood to Saddam / let us offer our lives to Saddam”. The Iraqi ruler, the 
object of these declarations of devotion, has gone down in history as one of 
the most notorious war criminals. In line with the ideals of the Ba’ath Party 
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(the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party), which he led, Hussein advocated the 
unification of all Arab peoples – a population he claimed had been 
fragmented by Western imperialists (Pycińska 2010: 100). 
In their pursuit of a unified Arab homeland, the Iraqis became yet another 
example of the illusion and fragility of peace. Just as the Japanese and 
Germans once bore responsibility for the outbreak of war and widespread 
bloodshed, so did they. Iraqi society thus serves as yet another example of 
successful political manipulation and the effectiveness of authoritarian rule. 
The songs of praise are, in fact, elements of a cult of personality. The blinded 
populace places its faith in the ideals and values embodied by the leader 
himself. This phenomenon is hardly exceptional – as the poet herself 
remarks: “Forty-five years ago, we sang the same way / German children 
also sang that way”. Naivety, combined with belief in national 
exceptionalism, leads to the complete subjugation of the individual to state 
power. As a result, people become willing to sacrifice everything – even 
their own lives – to fulfill the objectives imposed by their rulers. The poet 
explicitly condemns this mindset, asserting that there is nothing noble in 
singing “about offering blood”. Though the people profess their loyalty, 
their actions may ultimately prove disastrous. 
This poem also reflects a critical perspective on society itself. Like many 
other members of the Kai group, Ibaragi composed socially engaged poetry. 
An intriguing parallel may be found in the work of Yoshino, who likewise 
published in Kai and presented, among other pieces, the poem burst – hana 
hiraku (‘burst – bloom’), which was originally published in the sixth issue 
of Kai: 
 

burst – bloom  
The office work proceeded quietly without the slightest errors 
or delays not even dust gathered. 
 
Thirty years. 
 
A ceremony in honor of long service. 
Amid the endless praises from the employer, one of the employees 
with a pale face suddenly shouted: 
 

— Ladies and gentlemen! 
Let’s talk about the soul 
About the soul! 
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How is it possible that for so many years 
We haven’t talked about the soul? 

 
Suddenly he collapsed to the ground at the feet of his 
bewildered coworkers. Wiping cold sweat from his face. 
 
Madness 
Blooms 
 

— Again  the same dream. 
(Yoshino 1994: 25–26) 
 

The poet constructs an image of existential emptiness concealed beneath the 
façade of orderly professional life – an aspect seemingly central to the 
identity of many Japanese individuals. Office work becomes a symbol of 
repetitive routine in which people gradually lose contact with their inner 
selves. The pivotal moment in the poem is the long-service award ceremony, 
which, while intended as a celebration of dedication, simultaneously reveals 
the alienation of an individual within the institutional structure. At this 
seemingly dignified moment, one pale and visibly shaken employee breaks 
the formal atmosphere with a dramatic outcry: “Let’s talk about the soul!” 
His desperate plea is not merely a call for spiritual reflection, but also a 
rebellion against the dehumanizing mechanisms of the corporate system. It 
underscores a painful truth – that for three decades, no one has spoken about 
what truly matters, about what constitutes our humanity. 
Toward the end of the poem, “madness” is described as something that 
“blooms”, implying that insanity is not a sudden eruption, but rather a 
process – something that slowly matures in secrecy. Yoshino’s poem may 
be read as a powerful diagnosis of modernity: a critique of a society 
subordinated to productivity, where spiritual concerns are relegated to the 
margins and human beings are reduced to roles and functions. The poet 
emphasizes the urgent need to address the human condition. This imperative 
resonates deeply in the aftermath of war, when the search for new meaning 
and values becomes essential. In this context, it is telling that the Kai poets, 
including Yoshino, were described as those who “represented a return to 
normalcy and a reaffirmation of the values of ordinary life” (Burleigh 2004: 
31). Their work, while rooted in the everyday, exposed the underlying 
tensions of modern existence, which is sometimes paradoxical. 
One of the paradoxes of human life is illustrated in another poem by 
Yoshino, Mottomo Nibui Mono-ga (‘the one who is the most dull’, 
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henceforth: The One Who Is the Most Dull), which appeared in the sixteenth 
issue of Kai: 
 

The One Who Is the Most Dull 
 
The one who is most dull to the breath of words 
walks the path of poetry, cheerful and unafraid 
on a day I think of it  
 
The one who is most dull to the difficulty of teaching 
isn’t he the one possessed by the passion to teach? 
 
The one who is most dull to the darkness of others 
does he not fervently long to help them? 
 
The one who is most dull to the core of his field 
does he not devote his life to it? 
 
On a cold day, 
the one who has lost his way on the path of words 
accuses even those unconnected to him. 
(Yoshino 1994: 715–716) 
 

The poet constructs a portrait of an individual who appears to be “dull” –
that is, seemingly insensitive or unaware – but who, paradoxically, proves 
to be the most deeply devoted and engaged in the very areas to which they 
seem indifferent. The lyrical speaker observes that those who appear least 
attuned to language, teaching, or the suffering of others may be those most 
passionately committed to these realms. The poet seems to propose an 
alternative perspective on empathy and engagement – one not grounded in 
thorough understanding but rather in a pure impulse toward action. 
The final section of the poem marks a clear structural and tonal shift. The 
narrative becomes more personal. The figure who has “lost his way on the 
path of words” emerges as a symbol of a divided, self-aware, and powerless 
individual. This passage may be interpreted as a self-portrait of an artist or 
an intellectual who, unlike “the most dull one”, is paralyzed by existential 
awareness and unable to act. Thus, the poem can be read as a metaphorical 
exploration of the psychological condition of modern man, who, entangled 
in reflection and incessant analysis, frequently loses the capacity for 
authentic action. 
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3.3 Individuality, linguistic sensitivity, and the spirit of youth   
The above-discussed reflection on the internal conflict between thought and 
action resonates with broader concerns expressed by the Kai poets, whose 
works often grapple with questions of identity, responsibility, and existential 
paralysis. A thematic classification of the works of all the poets associated 
with Kai may present certain challenges. This is how Kawasaki presents the 
thematic openness of the magazine in the afterword to its inaugural issue, 
which Ibaragi quotes in Kai Shōshi: 
 

Here, we have established the modest poetry magazine Kai. We do not 
wish to present the viewpoint of a single school, but rather to create a 
space for the presentation of works created based on individual ways of 
thinking – works that can only exist in an individual form (Ibaragi 2022a: 
236–237). 

 
As proclaimed by the founders at the early stages of the magazine’s creation, 
one of its main objectives was to preserve individuality. This seems 
particularly significant in the context of the biographies of specific members. 
Growing up during the war, they had to relinquish their individuality and 
adopt a stance approved by the broader society. After being liberated from 
the repressive system, they were finally able to express their views more 
openly and assertively. Ibaragi also points this out in her essay. She was not 
surprised, for example, by the lack of hesitation in the decision of one of her 
peers to join Kai; as she claims, this was a characteristic of their generation: 
 

To this day, I remember Yoshino’s response clearly; it was brief and 
resolute: “I join”. It was not something like “Thank you for letting me 
join” or “Let’s do this together”, but rather it carried individuality in 
the style of “I’m in!”. I felt that we came from the same period. Yoshino 
and I were born in the same year, and our early youth was marked by 
humility, modesty, and the submission of the young to the old. 
However, with the defeat in the war, we vehemently opposed such 
discipline. That one word, “I join”, immediately allowed me to 
understand his state of mind (ibid., 239).  

 
In this description, there is not only resoluteness but also a rebellious attitude 
that opposes conformity, which is characteristic of this generation. A critical 
approach to politics, history, philosophy, religion, and various societal 
changes is one of the central themes in their works, including those of 
Ibaragi. 
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Based on the content of the previously mentioned afterword by Kawasaki, it 
can be concluded that the founders sought to distance themselves from a 
categorical identification of the distinctive features of Kai poetry. The reader 
was not provided with a prescriptive image of what the magazine would look 
like, and even the authors themselves seemed uncertain of this. As a result, 
an enclave of writers with diverse temperaments was formed. Kai provided 
a sense of security for the individual expression of each poet, without the 
pressure to conform to the vision of other members. However, this 
perspective creates difficulties in classifying and holistically defining the 
characteristics of Kai poetry. Maki Mizutani (2006: 15) identifies two 
dominant features: lyricism and sensitivity9.  
The moodiness and emotionality expressed in the poems of the Kai poets 
can be regarded as shared traits. However, it is important to note that each 
poet perceived reality subjectively, and their works cannot be fully 
homogenized. Furthermore, the key characteristics identified by Mizutani 
may also stem from the experiences of the generation born in the 1930s. As 
Ibaragi observes: 
 

Kai was often perceived as an extravagant, humorous poetry magazine, 
but if one were to look at the environment in which each of us lived, 
the soil on which we blossomed was rather barren (Ibaragi 2022a: 245).  

 
Traumatic experiences are not the central theme of their works, but they 
undoubtedly influenced the development of their life stances and 
personalities.   
Mizutani (2006: 15) mentions another distinctive feature of the Kai literati, 
namely their particular focus on nihongo-no gokan (‘the five senses 
[expressed] in the Japanese language’). This aspect is also essential to the 
author of Kai Shōshi herself, who agreed to collaborate with Kawasaki 
because, as she claims, he demonstrated a very good command of the mother 
tongue:   

 
Kawasaki and I have very different views on poetry, but I felt that with 
someone who is so proficient in Japanese and approaches words so 
meticulously, I would be able to communicate on this matter. It may 
sound strange to say that his Japanese is good, but this comes from my 
deep suspicion and dissatisfaction with many of the poems written at 

	
9 In her article, Mizutani references works such as Nihon kin-gendai shi (‘Japanese contemporary 
poetry’, 1967) and Sengoshi taikei (‘an outline of postwar poetry’, 1971). 
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that time, which were created without paying attention to the sense of 
words in the Japanese language [emphasis E.W.] (Ibaragi 2022a: 232).  

 
Mizutani used the same term as Ibaragi, namely the previously cited 
nihongo-no gokan (the translation underscored in the quote). According to 
Ibaragi, the foundation of poetry lies in the poet’s sensitivity to language, 
with particular emphasis on an intuitive grasp of the nuances and emotional 
resonance of words. After the war, the search for a language capable of new 
expressive possibilities, while simultaneously breaking away from the 
classical tradition, became a widespread practice not only among Japanese 
poets but also poets from other countries. Sensitive to nuance, the members 
of Kai were also part of this phenomenon. They also drew attention to the 
diversity of dialects present in Japan. In the first issue of Kai, Ibaragi 
published a work titled Hōgen Jiten (‘dialect dictionary’, henceforth: Dialect 
Dictionary), which begins as follows. 
 

Dialect Dictionary 
 
Yobaiboshi a falling star 
Itachi michi a narrow path 
Debeso a woman out walking 
Komokaburi moonshine 
Chiranbaran scattered 
(Ibaragi 2022a: 24) 

 
The first stanza of the poem resembles the titular dialect dictionary, in which 
individual words are explained so that the reader can fully understand the 
message, even if they are unfamiliar with the dialect. In the final stanza, the 
lyrical subject, who can be identified with Ibaragi, confesses: “There is one 
dialect dictionary / I love with no hope” (ibid., 26). These words may reflect 
the poet's attachment to a form of language that seems to be fading away. 
The poem also points to a reflection on the transience of language and 
culture – things that once defined a community or region but may no longer 
hold their place in the face of modernization and globalization. Perhaps for 
this reason, Ibaragi, like other poets, occasionally used dialects in her texts 
A notable example of this practice is the work of Kawasaki, who traveled 
across Japan and recorded poems in various dialects. As a result of his 
efforts, an anthology titled Nihon Hōgen Shishū (‘collection of Japanese 
dialect poems’, 1998) was published. Additionally, Kawasaki created his 
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poems using dialects. One notable example is Tōkyō Hōgen Akutai Hikae 
(‘refraining from using abusive words in Tokyo dialect’). 
Lyricism, sensitivity, and linguistic proficiency are the three most frequently 
mentioned qualities that unite the creators associated with Kai. However, the 
author of this study would like to highlight an additional characteristic, one 
pointed out by Ibaragi herself. She references the words of Tanikawa, 
spoken at one of the magazine’s meetings: 
 

(...) “I am proud of my loyalty to my youth”. At that moment, I 
experienced a sort of shock, as if I had been struck by an arrow coming 
from an unexpected direction. The post-war standardized ideas of 
complete regret, total repentance, and absolute denial seemed to come 
from another dimension. If one were to summarize what each of us was 
trying to do in our own way, while having different temperaments, it 
would most likely come down to the words of Tanikawa (Ibaragi 
2022a: 244–245).  
 

Youth is a common trait shared by all members of Kai. Emphasized by 
Tanikawa and endorsed by Ibaragi, the words about remaining loyal to one’s 
youth and utilizing the rights bestowed upon it seem to be key when reading 
the poems of the Kai poets. The break with convention, the search for new 
means of expression, and the creation of poetry that distances itself from the 
past, alongside the rebellious stance, all reflect an ecstatic celebration of 
youth. The ideas they promoted are derived from their experiences in their 
early years. The wartime catastrophe led to doubts about humanity and the 
system, thereby sparking pacifist sentiments and original ideas within 
Ibaragi’s generation. 
This celebration of youth, marked by renewal, transformation, and defiance, 
finds powerful poetic expression in Kawasaki’s poem Ima Hajimaru 
Atarashii Ima (‘now begins the new now’, henceforth: Now Begins the New 
Now). The text serves as a lyrical embodiment of the ethos shared by the Kai 
poets – namely, the belief in perpetual becoming and the generative potential 
of the present: 
 

Now Begins the New Now 
 
Pumped from the heart, fresh blood 
circulates throughout the body after ten seconds 
I am not the person I was before 
Nor are you 
We are always new 
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A butterfly barely emerged from its chrysalis 
sways in the barely formed heat haze  
This flower 
yesterday, it was still a bud 
Look at the new wind from across the sea 
how it dances, rushing forward 
Nature is always new 
 
Yesterday, that which I didn’t know 
Today, I joyfully know 
Yesterday, that which I didn’t notice 
Today, I begin to see  
The world where each day is new 
Once again, a piece of ancient history has been changed 
Even the past becomes new 
 
Today, once again, a new accidental meeting, 
A completely new love 
is born after another 
Now the song is sung for the first time 
Always  always, 
Let live a new life 
Now begins the new now 
(Kawasaki 2007: 61–63) 

 
The poem serves as a poetic affirmation of constant transformation and 
youthfulness. In the opening lines, the poet refers to the biological rhythm 
of the human body: fresh blood, pumped from the heart, circulates 
throughout the entire system in just ten seconds. The central motif of the 
poem is newness – not as a fleeting sensation, but as an intrinsic and 
enduring quality of reality. Kawasaki discerns this perpetual novelty both in 
nature (a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis, a blooming flower, a sea 
breeze) and in human experience (a new love, a chance encounter, newly 
acquired knowledge). Each day carries the potential for change, discovery, 
and the reconfiguration of one’s history. Even the past, as the poet suggests, 
is not fixed – it can be “altered,” reread, and reinterpreted in the light of the 
present. 
Kawasaki’s poem may also be viewed as an act of poetic and existential 
resistance against stagnation. It functions, in effect, as a poetic manifesto 
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that, in the view of the present author, reflects the defining features of the 
Kai poets’ works. By emphasizing change, discovery, and the 
reinterpretation of both self and history, the poem aligns with the Kai poets’ 
desire to create literature that was not confined to elite literary circles but 
open to all. In this sense, Ima Hajimaru Atarashii Ima serves not only as a 
personal reflection but also as a continuation of the Kai group’s mission to 
revitalize poetic expression and bring it closer to the lived reality of ordinary 
people. 
The founders of the magazine were committed to liberating creative 
individuality, as well as poetry itself, which, although regarded as high 
culture and traditionally confined to an elite audience, they sought to make 
more accessible to a broader segment of society. They aimed to write poems 
that would be understandable to the average Japanese person, often 
incorporating everyday vocabulary. They were known for their 
unconventional method of popularizing poetry by reading poems in public 
spaces and also writing poetic dramas for mass media outlets such as radio 
and television (Keene 1984: 372). The unconventional approach to a literary 
genre with such a long history may be seen as a manifestation of rebellion, 
the creativity of the younger generation, or a desire to make a mark in the 
history of Japanese literature. Although it is unclear whether the magazine’s 
founders focused on the latter, they were quickly recognized and included 
in studies on contemporary poetry. In her essay, Ibaragi cites the example of 
a book published by the Nihon Kindai Bungakukan (Japanese Museum of 
Modern Literature), namely Nihon-no Kindaishi (‘contemporary Japanese 
poetry’), where Kai is included alongside other well-known poetry 
magazines like Arechi (Ibaragi 2022a: 256).  
 
Conclusion  
The poets belonging to Kai, with Ibaragi at the forefront, believed in 
humanistic ideals, which they expressed through their works. Due to their 
sensitivity and youthful enthusiasm, they gained increasing popularity 
among Japanese society. In the introduction to the anthology Adachi, 
Kotański, and Śliwak (1992), Makoto Ōoka10  wrote about their literary 
achievements as follows: 
 

	
10 Makoto Ōoka (1931–2017) was a poet, distinguished literary critic, and lecturer. He was the 
former president of the Japanese Pen Club. In 1996, he became the first Japanese to receive the 
Golden Wreath at Struga. A recipient of the Order of Culture. The author of numerous publications 
on Japanese poetry, both contemporary and classical. He was a member of the Kai group. 
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They fervently believed that one could create a microcosm in a poem 
through the crystallization of a poetic vision in words. As a result, their 
poems embodied the characteristic freshness and vibrancy of their 
generation, which can symbolize the celebration of the creators’ 
sensitivity. In their poems, the love of human life was expressed in a 
much stronger way than any discouragement about life or bitterness. 
But they were not only concerned with humanity; the essence of their 
poetry lies in the keen observation and benevolence toward the entire 
environment on a global scale (Adachi, Kotański, and Śliwak 1992: 
24). 

 
These words from the renowned literary critic aptly capture the essence of 
their poetry, summarizing its most important features. Although the Kai 
magazine played a significant role in the development of Ibaragi’s career, it 
was through the publication of poetry collections that she became a 
recognized figure, and along with her, her sensitivity and approach to poetry. 
The dynamic changes occurring globally, coupled with a refined ability to 
observe, have made her work incredibly diverse while also thought-
provoking, which is why she enjoys great esteem among the Japanese. 
In conclusion, the poets of Kai created a legacy that reflected their profound 
belief in individual expression and the importance of sensitivity toward both 
humanity and the natural world. The significance of Kai lies not only in its 
contributions to Japanese poetry but also in the broader cultural and social 
impact it had by fostering a new generation of poets whose work was deeply 
rooted in personal expression and an understanding of the world around 
them. 
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A Comparative Study of “Eat” Verbs  

used in the Passive Voice Function in Chinese, 
Japanese, and English 

 
 
ABSTRACT 
This study investigates the role of functional verbs in expressing passive voice 
across Chinese, Japanese, and English, with a focus on the Chinese verb chī 
( 吃 ), the Japanese verbs kuu and kurau, and the English verb eat. The hypothesis 
is that these verbs can convey passive meanings by shifting the subject’s role 
from agent to patient, even in the absence of overt passive markers. Through a 
syntactic and semantic analysis, this study reveals that functional verbs in all 
three languages can assign passive interpretations, often implying undesirable 
outcomes. The findings highlight the grammatical and pragmatic similarities 
and differences in the use of functional verbs across these languages, 
emphasizing their role as a cross-linguistic phenomenon. This research 
contributes to a deeper understanding of passive voice beyond traditional 
syntactic markers, offering new insights into the interaction between functional 
verbs and passive constructions. 
 
KEYWORDS: functional verb, passive voice, syntactic structure, semantic 
interpretation, cross-linguistic comparison 
 
 
Introduction  
The passive voice is a grammatical construction that shifts the focus from 
the agent to the patient of an action. In typological and syntactic research, 
an agent typically refers to the initiator of an action, a patient to the entity 
that undergoes the effect of the action, and an experiencer to one who 
receives or senses the outcome psychologically or emotionally (Henley et 
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al. 1995). These thematic roles are crucial to understanding how passivity 
operates across languages. 
While traditional studies on passive voice have primarily focused on 
grammaticalized markers such as the Chinese bèi (被) and the Japanese 
- (ra)reru (e.g., Li and Thompson 1981; Sugimura 2004; Kimura 1992, 2000, 
2012; Shen 1992; Ogoshi et al. 2008), this study explores an alternative 
mechanism: the use of functional verbs to express passive meanings. 
Functional verbs, which often undergo semantic bleaching, can convey 
passive interpretations without relying on overt passive markers. 
This study distinguishes between the morphological, syntactic, and semantic 
dimensions of passive constructions. Morphologically marked passives 
involve explicit grammatical forms, such as affixes or auxiliary verbs, 
whereas syntactic passives involve changes in argument structure (e.g., the 
suppression of the agent and promotion of the patient). In contrast, semantic 
passives refer to constructions that convey a passive meaning even in the 
absence of any overt morphosyntactic markers. Recognizing these 
distinctions is essential for cross-linguistic comparison, as the notion of 
“passive” does not always correspond to consistent formal indicators across 
languages – a point also emphasized in typological studies such as Abraham 
and Leisio (2006), who highlight that the diversity of passive constructions 
often stems from functional rather than purely formal motivations. 
This study aims to compare the syntactic and semantic behavior of 
functional verbs in passive constructions across Chinese, Japanese, and 
English, with a particular focus on the Chinese verb chī (吃), verbs kuu and 
kurau, and the English verb eat. By analyzing their grammatical and 
pragmatic features, this research seeks to elucidate the mechanisms by which 
functional verbs express passive meanings and to highlight the cross-
linguistic similarities and differences in their usage. 
 
1. Passive voice in previous studies1 

1.1 Passive voice marker bèi in Chinese and -(ra)reru in Japanese 
Research on the passive voice in Chinese and Japanese has traditionally 
focused on the comparison between the Chinese passive marker bèi and the 
Japanese passive suffix -(ra)reru (e.g., Wang 1990, 2016; Yang 2018; 
Sasaki 2013). A key distinction lies in the semantic interpretation of passive 
constructions: in Chinese, passive sentences marked by bèi often imply an 
undesirable or unfortunate outcome (bùrúyì), whereas in Japanese, indirect 

	
1 In this paper, unless otherwise indicated, the Chinese examples were created by the author, the 
English examples were provided by native English speakers, and the Japanese examples were 
provided by native Japanese speakers. 
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passives frequently convey an adverse effect (higai) directly experienced by 
the subject (cf. 2.1). Direct passives refer to constructions in which the 
subject is directly affected by the action of the verb, while indirect passives 
refer to constructions in which the grammatical subject is not the direct 
object of the verb’s action but is affected by the event, typically in an adverse 
way. One can look at the following examples to see the difference between 
direct and indirect passives (cf. 2.1). 
 
(1) a.  
 
 
 

b. 
 
 

(Shibatani 1985: 841–842) 
 
The following sentence provides the Chinese corresponding example to the 
Japanese indirect passive example in (1b). 
 
(2)  
 
 
 
When Japanese requires the use of an indirect passive (as in 1b), the 
corresponding Chinese example (2) employs a direct passive, with the 
subject expressed as a genitive phrase (wǒ de chē ‘my car’). This difference 
suggests that the conditions for passive constructions in Chinese and 
Japanese differ not only syntactically but also in terms of semantic and 
pragmatic interpretation. While both descriptions, “unfortunate outcome” 
and “adverse effect”, pertain to negative consequences, they differ in degree 
and focus. In Chinese passive constructions, an “unfortunate outcome” 
typically refers to a less direct or less personalized negative result. The 
emphasis is on the external event being undesirable, rather than on the 
experiencer’s emotional or personal involvement, thus reflecting a more 
event-centered interpretation. In contrast, Japanese indirect passives 
highlight “adverse effects” that are directly experienced by the subject, often 
involving a clear sense of personal loss, harm, or inconvenience. This 
corresponds to a more experiencer-centered and pragmatically marked use, 

Boku-wa Tarō-ni nagu-rare-ta. 
I-TOP Tarō-DAT hit-PASS-PST 
‘I was hit by Tarō’ (direct) 

Boku-wa Tarō-ni jitensha-o nusum-are-ta. 
I-TOP Tarō-DAT bicycle-ACC steal-PASS-PAST 
‘I had my bicycle stolen by Tarō’ (indirect) 

Wǒ de chē bèi Tàiláng tōu le. 
I-TOP GEN bicycle PASS Tarō steal PFV 
‘My bicycle was stolen by Tarō’ 
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in which the passive construction serves to foreground the subject’s 
victimhood. 
Previous studies have largely concentrated on structural analyses of bèi and 
-(ra)reru (e.g., Li and Thompson 1981; Sugimura 2004; Shen 1992) and 
their corresponding syntactic properties. However, bèi is not the only marker 
used to indicate passive constructions in Chinese. Other markers such as 
ràng (让), jiào (叫), and gěi (给), also convey passive meaning, although 
they are not fully grammaticalized as passive markers and primarily function 
as lexical verbs in many contexts (Xiao and McEnery 2010: 124-125). 
Additionally, research from a translation perspective has revealed 
significant differences in the distribution of passive constructions across the 
two languages. For instance, Nakajima (2007) found that direct passive 
constructions in Japanese do not always correspond to bèi-passives in 
Chinese, with alternative structures such as active transitive sentences or 
zero-passive constructions frequently employed instead. This discrepancy 
may be attributed to the broader range of strategies available in Chinese for 
expressing passivity. In addition to grammatical passive markers such as bèi, 
Chinese also makes use of lexical verbs that inherently encode passive or 
affected meanings. Verbs such as zāo (遭), ái (挨), and shoù (受) are 
typically associated with negative experiences, e.g., zāo le pī píng (遭了批
评) ‘got criticized’, ái le dǎ (挨了打) ‘got a beating’, shoù le shāng (受了
伤) ‘got injured’.  
As Ishizuka (2015) notes, the Japanese passive voice encompasses not only 
direct passives but also a wide range of indirect and adversative passives, 
which highlight the experiencer’s psychological or social burden. This 
pragmatic function is particularly salient in -(ra)reru-marked constructions, 
distinguishing them from their syntactic counterparts in other languages. 
 

1.2 Beyond markers: Lexical and unmarked passive constructions in 
Chinese 
While grammatical passive markers and lexical passives provide explicit or 
semi-lexicalized cues for passivity, Chinese also exhibits unmarked passive 
constructions that rely solely on semantic interpretation. These so-called 
unmarked passives or notional passives convey a passive meaning purely 
through the semantics of the sentence, with no explicit morphosyntactic 
indicator of passivity. As discussed in Pan and Hu (2021: 31–32) and Xiao 
and McEnery (2010: 124–125), such constrictions highlight the importance 
of aspect, word order, and contextual cues in Chinese passive interpretation. 
Consider the following examples: 
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(3)  
 
 
 
(4) 
 
 
 
In both cases, the subject (yīfu, dàngāo) is the patient of an implied action, 
yet no agent or passive marker is expressed. These constructions are 
semantically passive, often appearing in perfective or resultative contexts. 
As Pan (2001) and Xiao and McEnery (2010) observe, such expressions 
exemplify the flexibility of Chinese in conveying passivity through context 
and aspectual cues rather than syntax. 
In addition to these unmarked forms, Chinese also employs constructions 
that blur the line between causative and passive semantics. A useful 
comparison can be made between the following sentences: 
 
(5) a. 
 
 
 

b. 
 
 
 
The first sentence (rang-passive marker) retains a causative structure and 
agentively, suggesting that the subject had some control over or initiated the 
event. In contrast, the bèi-passive marker highlights the subject’s role as a 
patient and their lack of volition, clearly situating the sentence within the 
passive domain. While these two constructions differ in their semantic focus, 
they both fundamentally belong to the domain of passive expressions in 
Chinese. The rang-passive marker construction conveys indirect agency and 
coerciveness, yet it also implies a degree of involuntariness or loss of control 
on the part of the subject. This can be interpreted as a case of semantic 
retention of agentive force (Shibatani et al. 1990), forming a transitional 
structure between causative and passive constructions. These examples 
suggest that passivity in Chinese is not restricted to syntactic patterns alone 
but may be shaped by the interaction between verb semantics, event 
structure, and speaker perspective. 

Yīfu xǐ gānjìng le. 
clothes wash clean PFV 
‘The clothes have been washed clean.’ 

Dàngāo chī le. 
cake eat PFV 
‘The cake has been eaten.’ 

Tā ràng lǎoshī pīpíng le. 
he PASS teacher criticize PFV 
‘He was criticized by the teacher.’ 

Tā bèi lǎoshī pīpíng le. 
he PASS teacher criticize PFV 
‘He was criticized by the teacher.’ 
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This diversity of passive constructions in Chinese – including grammatical 
passives, lexical passives, and unmarked passives – demonstrates that 
passivity in Chinese is not limited to a single morphosyntactic pattern. 
Rather, it encompasses a range of strategies that foreground the affectedness 
of the subject or patient, whether through syntax, verb semantics, or 
discourse pragmatics. 
 

1.3 Functional verbs in passive constructions 
In Japanese, functional verbs such as kurau and atsumeru have been 
examined for their passive-like properties (Oyamada 2017). Despite 
extensive research on Japanese functional verbs (e.g. Muraki 1980, 1991; 
Oyamada 2017), their counterparts in Chinese passive constructions remain 
underexplored. In Chinese, verbs such as chī exhibit similar characteristics 
to Japanese functional verbs, functioning as “formal verbs” with 
significantly weakened lexical meanings (Lü 1980; Zhu 1985). Unlike 
lexical passives, these functional verbs do not rely on explicit passive 
markers, yet they still convey passive interpretations (cf. 1.2). 
 
2. Comparative analysis of passive voice in Chinese and Japanese 

2.1 Passive voice in Chinese and Japanese 
The following examples illustrate corresponding passive voice sentences in 
Chinese (6a) and Japanese (6b; cf. 1.1). 
 
(6) a.  
 
 
 

b. 
 
 

(Wang 2016: 42) 
 

As seen in (6), both Chinese and Japanese use accusative passive voice 
constructions. In Chinese, the passive marker bèi is used to indicate the 
passive voice, where the subject Cìláng is the patient of the verb dǎ (‘to 
hit’), and the agent is Tàiláng. Similarly, in Japanese, the subject Jirō is the 
patient of the verb naguru (‘hit’), and the agent is Tarō. 
 
 
 

Cìláng bèi    Tàiláng dǎ le. 
Jirō PASS Tarō hit PFV 
‘Jirō was beaten by Tarō.’ 

Jirō-wa Tarō-ni nagu-rare-ta. 
Jirō-TOP Tarō-DAT hit-PASS-PST 
‘Jirō was beaten by Tarō.’ 
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(7) a. 
 
 
 

b.  
 
 

(Wang 2016: 42) 
 

In (7), both Chinese and Japanese use dative passive voice constructions, 
where the subject Cìláng/Jirō is the patient of the verb wèn/ 
shitsumonsuru (‘ask’), and the agent is Tàiláng/Tarō. 
 
(8) a.  
 
 
 

b. 
 
 

(Wang 2016: 42) 
 

In both (8a) and (8b), passive construction does not involve a direct patient 
as the grammatical subject, but rather promotes an experiencer who is 
indirectly affected by the event. The component zìxíngchē/jitensha 
(‘bicycle’) functions as the patient, the entity that undergoes the event of 
being broken. Tàiláng/Tarō is the agent, performing the action. Meanwhile, 
Cìláng/Jirō is the experiencer: although not directly acted upon, he is 
negatively impacted as the possessor of the broken object. 
This structure illustrates a key feature of indirect or adversative passives in 
both Chinese and Japanese, where the subject is promoted not due to 
syntactic argument structure, but based on pragmatic salience or 
affectedness. Moreover, it reflects an implicit ditransitive framework: the 
verb involves two participants beyond the agent – one being the direct object 
(patient) and the other the experiencer (indirectly affected). This pattern, 
which is typologically salient, merits further discussion in contrastive 
analysis of passive constructions.  
 
 
 

Cìláng bèi   Tàiláng  wèn le   hěnduō   wèntí. 
Jirō PASS Tarō ask PFV plenty.of question 
‘Jirō was asked many questions by Tarō.’ 

Jirō-wa Tarō-kara iroiro shitsumon-sare-ta. 
Jirō-TOP Tarō-DAT various question-LV-PASS-PST 
‘Jirō was asked many questions by Tarō.’ 

Cìláng bèi Tàiláng nòng huài le zìxíngchē. 
Jirō PASS Tarō break PFV bicycle 
‘Jirō’s bicycle was broken by Tarō.’ 

Jirō-wa Tarō-ni jitensha-o kowa-sare-ta. 
Jirō-TOP Tarō-DAT bicycle-ACC break-PASS-PST 
‘Jirō’s bicycle was broken by Tarō.’ 
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(9) a. 
 

 
b.  

(Wang 2016: 42) 
 

It is well-known that Japanese has an adversative passive voice construction 
employing originally intransitive verbs as seen in (9b) that does not exist in 
English. As seen in (9a), Chinese also has an adversative passive voice 
construction with intransitive verbs, where the subject is negatively affected 
by the action. 
The examples above illustrate corresponding accusative, dative, possessive, 
and adversative passive voice constructions in Chinese and Japanese. While 
the two languages share similar structural patterns, there are also cases 
where passive voice constructions do not correspond between the two 
languages. For example, in (10) and (11), psychological verbs are used. 
 
(10) 
a. 
 
 
 

#b. 
 
 
 

Wǒ bèi língjū de háizi 
I PASS neighbor GEN child 
chǎo le yí yè. 
make.noise PFV one night 
‘I was kept awake all night by the neighbor’s child being noisy.’ 

Watashi-wa tonari-no ko-ni hitobanjū nak-are-ta. 
I-TOP next-GEN child-DAT all night cry-PASS-PST 
‘I was kept awake all night by the neighbor’s child crying.’ 

Wǒ bèi Tàiláng xià le yí   tiào. 
I PASS Tarō scare PFV one jump 
‘I was startled by Tarō.’ 

Watashi-wa Tarō-ni odorok-are-ta. 
I-TOP Tarō-DAT surprise-PASS-PST 
‘I was surprised by Tarō.’ 
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c. 
 

 
 
 
In Chinese, as in English, psychological transitive verbs such as xià (‘scare’) 
typically take the experiencer as the object, whereas in Japanese, 
psychological intransitive verbs such as odoroku generally take the 
experiencer as the subject. Consequently, in (10b), the symbol # indicates 
that although the sentence is grammatically well-formed, it is semantically 
infelicitous: it would require the object watashi (‘I’) to function as the 
experiencer, which is incompatible with the lexical properties of odoroku 
and therefore does not correspond to the Chinese passive sentence in (10a). 
In other words, while the Chinese xià allows a structure in which the 
experiencer (‘I’) is passivized and the agent “Tarō” is explicitly marked, the 
Japanese verb odoroku lacks a comparable transitive use, making a simple 
passive unacceptable for the intended meaning. In both (10b) and (10c), Tarō 
is the agent rather than the experiencer, but (10c) introduces the causative 
form of odoroku (odorok-as-) followed by passivization (-are), a two-step 
derivation that licenses the natural interpretation “I was surprised by Tarō” 
and thus provides the closest Japanese equivalent to the Chinese sentence in 
(10a). 
 
(11) *a.  
 

(Example by the author) 
 

         b. 
 
 

(Yang 2009: 18–19) 
 

In (11), unlike (10), when an intransitive verb is used, the Chinese passive 
voice construction is ungrammatical, while the Japanese passive voice 
construction is acceptable. This is because in Chinese, hàipà (‘to fear’) is an 
intransitive verb, and passive constructions generally require a transitive 
verb in order to license the passive marker bèi. For a passive clause to be 
acceptable, a transitive verb is typically required, such as xià (‘to scare’) in 
(10a), as it allows for an agent to be expressed and a patient to be affected, 

Watashi-wa Tarō-ni odorok-as-are-ta. 
I-TOP Tarō-DAT surprise-CAUS-PASS-PST 
‘I was surprised by Tarō.’ 

     (Yang 2009: 18–19) 
 

Tàiláng bèi Huāzi hàipà. 
Tailang PASS Huazi fear 

Tarō-wa Hanako-ni osore-rare-te-iru. 
Tarō-TOP Hanako-DAT fear-PASS-CVB-PROG 
‘Tarō is feared by Hanako.’ 
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which conforms to the syntactic and semantic constraints of Chinese 
passives. 
To contrast Japanese with Chinese, Japanese passive constructions with 
intransitive verbs are typically classified as indirect or adversative passives, 
which express that the subject has suffered an inconvenience or harm as a 
result of the event. For example: 
 
(12)  
 
 
 
In (12), the verb furu (‘to rain’) is intransitive, and yet the sentence employs 
a passive construction to foreground the experiencer’s negative impact. 
Interestingly, a similar phenomenon can be observed in Chinese, particularly 
in recent years on social media platforms, where certain passive 
constructions with intransitive verbs have emerged to express social 
criticism or helplessness. Consider the following examples: 
 
(13) a.  
 
 
 
 

b. 
 
 
 
 
Although these sentences are syntactically unorthodox, they have gained 
traction as creative and ironic expressions in online discourse. As discussed 
by Lu (2013) and Chen (2016), such constructions reflect a shift in focus to 
the experiencer, who is involuntarily involved in the event, often under 
ambiguous or opaque social forces – such as “the system” or “society” – that 
are left implicit as the agent. 
These examples highlight a significant typological parallel: in both Japanese 
and Chinese, certain passive constructions serve not merely to demote the 
agent or promote the patient, but to express the psychological or social 
burden experienced by the subject. In such cases, the experiencer is not the 
direct patient of the action but is indirectly affected, often negatively, and 
often in agentless constructions. This usage extends the scope of passive 

Watashi-wa ame-ni fur-are-ta. 
I-TOP rain-DAT rain-PASS-PST 
‘I got rained on.’ 

Tā bèi jiùyè le. 
he PASS employ PFV 
‘He was employed (without his knowledge or consent).’ 

Tā bèi tuìxiū le. 
he PASS retire PFV 
‘He was suicided (i.e., officially ruled as suicide despite clear 
evidence of foul play).’ 
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voice beyond its canonical syntactic function, incorporating pragmatic and 
socio-political dimensions. 
 
3. Functional verbs in Chinese, Japanese, and English2 
Muraki (1991: 203) defines functional verbs as “verbs that delegate 
substantive meaning to nouns while primarily serving grammatical 
functions.” In Chinese, analogous verbs are categorized as “formal verbs”, 
characterized by a significant weakening of their original meanings, to the 
extent that their removal may not substantially alter the sentence’s meaning 
(Lü 1980; Zhu,1985). Zhu (1985) identified six formal verbs in Chinese: 
jiāyǐ (加以), jíyǔ (给予), gěiyǔ (给与), yǔyǐ (予以), jìnxíng (进行), and zuò 
(作). Zhu (2018) compared these formal verbs with Japanese functional 
verbs but did not examine whether phenomena akin to Japanese functional 
verbs in the passive voice exist in Chinese. 
 

3.1 Functional verbs chī in Chinese and kuu/kurau in Japanese 
This section analyzes the syntactic behavior, semantic properties, and 
pragmatic constraints of functional verbs in Chinese, Japanese, and English, 
focusing on their role in passive constructions. First, the usage of 
prototypical transitive and lexical verbs in Chinese, such as chī, will be 
examined. 
 
(14)  
 
 
 
In (14), the action of chī is performed by the subject tā (‘he’), while the 
object jiǎozi (‘dumplings’) is the object being consumed. However, the 
usage of functional verbs differs significantly, as they can convey a passive 
or affective meaning. 
 
(15) a. 
 
 
 

	
2 The Chinese examples in this section were constructed by the author. Grammaticality judgments 
for the Japanese examples are based on consultations with native speakers. Cf. Acknowledgements. 

Tā chī le    jiǎozi. 
he eat PFV dumpling. 
‘He ate dumplings.’ 

Tā chī le    kuī. 
he eat PFV loss 
‘He suffered a loss.’ 
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b. 
 
 
 
In these Chinese examples, the verb chī functions as a functional verb, 
encoding an affective meaning equivalent to ‘to suffer’ or ‘to undergo’. The 
subject tā undergoes the event involuntarily, serving as the patient in the 
argument structure rather than the agent, which illustrates an argument 
structure alternation typical to functional verb constructions. This 
demonstrates how the verb, originally meaning “to eat,” has undergone 
semantic extension and bleaching, shifting from its literal sense to an 
experiential and passive-like function. 
 
(16)?a. 
 
 
 

b. 
 
 
 
In Japanese, the verb kurau can convey the meaning of “suffering” or 
“experiencing,” with the subject kare functioning as the patient of the verb’s 
action. While (16b) Kare-wa ōkina shokku-o kuratta (‘He was hit by a big 
shock’) is widely accepted as natural, (16a) Kare-wa daishippai-o 
kuratta (‘He suffered a major failure’) may sound slightly unnatural to 
native speakers. One possible reason for this is phraseological: although the 
construction is grammatically well-formed and semantically plausible, the 
particular combination of kurau and daishippai is not commonly used. 
Native speaker intuitions may prefer different expressions for describing 
such abstract or prolonged failures. That said, it is worth noting that kurau is 
typically associated with experiences that are sudden, forceful, or physically 
impactful, such as shokku (‘shock’) or panchi (‘punch’). Daishippai, being 
a more abstract and temporally diffused concept, may not align as naturally 
with the prototypical usage of kurau. However, further corpus-based or 
usage-driven investigation would be needed to determine whether the 

	
3  With sufficient context, shippai-o kuratta can also sound natural. For example: Yūmei-na 
anarisuto-no kotoba-o shinjite, tōshikaku-o fuyashita kekka, daishippai-o kuratta (‘Trusting the 
words of a famous analyst, I increased my investment amount, and as a result, I suffered a major 
failure’). 

Tā chī le    yì jīng. 
he eat PFV one shock 
‘He suffered a shock.’ 

Kare-wa dai-shippai-o kurat-ta3. 
he-TOP big-fail-ACC eat-PST 
‘He suffered a major failure.’ 

Kare-wa ōkina shokku-o kurat-ta. 
he-TOP big shock-ACC eat-PST 
‘He suffered a big shock.’ 
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awkwardness of (16a) is truly due to semantic mismatch, or simply a matter 
of phraseological convention. 
Similar to kurau is the related verb kuu. Although kuu and kurau share a 
common historical origin and both can function as functional verbs 
expressing adverse or involuntary experiences, their modern distributions 
reveal a clear divergence. Kuu retains its core meaning ‘to eat’ while 
extending to both negative and neutral idiomatic usages, displaying greater 
semantic flexibility. Kurau, by contrast, has undergone stronger semantic 
bleaching and specialization, functioning almost exclusively to denote 
sudden, forceful, and typically negative experiences as shown in (16). This 
distinction, together with the wider pragmatic range of kuu, highlights how 
Japanese functional verbs differ not only from each other but also from their 
Chinese counterpart chī, which remains more tightly bound to expressions 
of misfortune. 
	

3.2 Comparative analysis of functional verbs in Chinese and Japanese 
This section compares the use of functional verbs in Chinese and Japanese, 
highlighting their systematic properties and argument structure alternations 
in passive-like constructions. 
 
(17) a.  
 
 
 

b.  
 
 
 
These two sentences employ functional verbs (chī, kurau) to convey a 
passive meaning, where the subject serves as the patient of the action rather 
than the agent. Similarly, the following cross-linguistic examples illustrate 
metaphorical expressions where verbs meaning “to eat” appear to encode 
passive or affective meanings: 
 
(18) a.  
 
 
 

Tā chī le    yì quán. 
he eat PFV one punch 
‘He took a punch.’ 

Kare-wa ippatsu kurat-ta. 
he-TOP one eat-PST 
‘He took a hit.’ 

Tā chī le bì mén gēng. 
he eat PFV close door soup 
‘He was turned away.’ 
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b. 
 
 
 
Across Chinese and Japanese, the verb denoting “to eat” (chī, kurau) 
appears in metaphorical constructions that express affective or passive-like 
experiences. In such expressions, the subject typically undergoes an 
unpleasant or involuntary event – such as rejection, attack, or loss – and is 
semantically aligned with the role of a patient rather than an agent. 
Despite this surface-level convergence, the constructions diverge 
considerably in terms of their grammatical status and lexical productivity. 
The Chinese expression in (18a), chī le bì mén gēng, constitutes a fixed 
idiomatic expression whose meaning is non-compositional and syntactically 
opaque; it therefore does not serve as evidence of a productive argument 
structure alternation. By contrast, the Japanese verb kurau in (18b) appears 
in a variety of colloquial affective constructions – e.g., sekkyō-o kurau (‘to 
get a scolding’), kōgeki-o kurau (‘to be attacked’) – demonstrating a higher 
degree of syntactic flexibility and semantic generalization characteristic of 
functional verb usage. 
 
(19) a.  
 
 
 

?b.  
 
 
 
While (19a) in Chinese sound natural, (19b) in Japanese feels unnatural to 
native speakers. As already explained in the previous example (16) that in 
Japanese, kurau is more commonly used with concrete and forceful events, 
such as shokku (‘shock’) or panchi (‘punch’), rather than abstract, prolonged 
suffering like kurou (‘hardships’). In contrast, Chinese chī can be used 
metaphorically for both sudden and sustained adversity, reflecting a broader 
metaphorical range. These observations point to a structural similarity across 

	
4	 With the provision of contextual information, however, the phrase kurō-o kuratta can also be 
rendered natural and appropriate. For instance, in the sentence Muri shite nankankō-ni shingaku 
shita kekka, ōku-no kurō-o kurau koto-ni natta (‘As a result of forcing myself to enter a highly 
competitive school, I ended up enduring a great deal of hardship’), the phrase is contextually 
embedded and thus appears more natural and coherent within the discourse. 

Kare-wa monzenbarai-o kurat-ta. 
he-TOP turn.away.at.the.door-ACC eat-PST 
‘He was turned away at the door.’ 

Tā chī le bù shǎo kǔtou. 
he eat PFV not few suffering 
‘He suffered a lot.’ 

Kare-wa ōku-no kurō-o kurat-ta4 
he-TOP many-GEN hardship-ACC eat-PST 
‘He suffered a lot of hardships.’ 
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languages in the use of functional verbs to encode passivity. However, the 
full range of meanings depends not only on syntax and semantics but also 
on conventionalized expressions, which are discussed in the next section. 
In sum, the data reveal both shared structural patterns and language-specific 
constraints, which are further influenced by idiomatic usage – a topic 
examined in the next section. One commonality across these two languages 
is that these verbs can be used metaphorically to express an experiencer 
undergoing a sudden, forceful, or impactful event, such as punch or shock. 
In such contexts, the functional verbs exhibit similar argument structure 
alternations, with the subject serving as the experiencer rather than the agent. 
However, in Chinese, chī can extend to metaphorically denote enduring 
suffering over time, making expression like chī kǔ (吃苦 , ‘to endure 
hardship’) acceptable. In contrast, Japanese kurau is less commonly 
associated with prolonged adversity and tends to be restricted to more 
immediate, forceful, or unexpected experiences.  
 

3.3 Functional verb eat in English 
In English, the verb ‘eat’ can serve as a functional verb with extended 
meanings of to endure, or ‘to suffer’. Importantly, this usage appears almost 
exclusively in idiomatic expressions rather than as a general semantic 
extension of the basic verb meaning. Unlike Chinese chī or Japanese kurau, 
English eat does not productively form metaphorical expressions in which 
an experiencer undergoes adversity, and its functional-verb behavior is 
considerably more restricted. Because of this limitation, it is difficult to 
identify English examples that correspond directly to the Chinese and 
Japanese data presented in earlier sections. Consequently, the following 
examples from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA; 
Davies 2008) are provided not as strict cross-linguistic equivalents, but as 
partial parallels illustrating how eat behaves as a functional verb in 
idiomatic contexts: 
 
(20) a. ...a much larger part of me that would rather eat dirt than cry in 
front of a doctor. 

b. ...e-book for whatever price they wanted, and eat the loss or earn 
the profit depending on the retail price they set. 
c. ...wants to sell an e-book for less, they should eat the cost of the 
discount and pay the publisher/author the negotiated price. 

(Davies 2008) 
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In these idiomatic uses, eat dirt expresses the idea of enduring humiliation 
or mistreatment, while eat the loss and eat the cost refer to accepting a 
financial loss or absorbing an unwanted consequence. Compared with 
Chinese chī and Japanese kurau, however, such metaphorical extensions 
of eat are far less productive in English and are restricted to a small and 
lexically fixed set of expressions. 
In these expressions, the subject of eat does not act as an agent but instead 
appears as the patient who undergoes the event. This shift from an agentive 
to a patientive interpretation can also be observed in the Chinese and 
Japanese examples discussed earlier. In this sense, all three languages show 
a similar pattern in how the verb meaning ‘to eat’ can be used 
metaphorically, permitting passive interpretations. 
 

3.4 Semantic constraints and idiomatic usage of functional verbs 
In addition to systematic features, the use of functional verbs in passive 
constructions is heavily influenced by idiomatic and collocational 
constraints. This section shifts from grammatical alternations to 
the conventionalized collocations and pragmatic tendencies in each 
language. 
In Chinese, chī appears frequently in idiomatic expressions denoting 
adversity or misfortune. Classic examples include: 
 
(21) chī kuī (吃亏 ‘to suffer losses’), chī kǔ (吃苦 ‘to endure hardships’), 
chī ruǎn fàn (吃软饭 ‘to live off a woman’), chī lì (吃力 ‘requiring great 
effort’) 
 
These are lexicalized expressions that have developed fixed meanings over 
time. Their acceptability arises from usage conventions, not from syntactic 
productivity. Expressions such as chī kuī (‘to suffer losses’) are semantically 
non-literal from the outset − one cannot literally “eat” an abstract notion like 
“loss”. What licenses them is not the possibility of literal eating, but the fact 
that they have become entrenched idiomatic patterns in the language.  
By contrast, novel combinations such as chī fú (吃福 ‘eat fortune’) or chī 
sǔnshī (吃损失 ‘eat a loss’ in a purely literal sense) are unacceptable not 
because of any grammatical restriction, but because they lack such idiomatic 
status in contemporary usage.  
Moreover, not all idioms with chī have a negative meaning. Consider: 
 
(22) chī xiāng (吃香 ‘to be popular’) – positive, chī de kāi (吃得开 ‘to be 
well-connected/ popular’) – positive, chī guā (吃瓜 ‘to watch gossip as a 



Tianyi DU 

	 65	

bystander’) – colloquial and neutral, chī yí qiàn, zhǎng yí zhì (吃一堑，长

一智 ‘to gain wisdom from a setback’ or ‘to learn from one's mistakes’) –
neutral 
These expressions show that chī is not inherently negative, but its idiomatic 
use often leans toward adverse contexts when conveying passive or affected 
meanings. 
In Japanese, the verbs kuu/kurau are used in a wide range of fixed idiomatic 
expressions, far more extensively than Chinese chī. Many of the most 
common phrases encode misfortune, harm, or involuntary suffering. For 
instance, doku-o kurawaba sara made (‘if you eat poison, you might as well 
lick the plate’) depicts a knowingly harmful act; ōmedama-o kuu (‘to be 
severely scolded’) describes an unpleasant reprimand; hato-ga mamedeppō-
o kuratta yō (‘like a pigeon hit by a pellet gun’) portrays sudden shock or 
fear; and fūfu-genka-wa inu-mo kuwanu (‘even a dog won’t eat a couple’s 
fight’) warns against involvement in messy conflicts. These expressions 
reveal a strong conventional link between ‘eating’ and adversity in Japanese 
idiomatic usage. By contrast, while Chinese chī also forms many idioms of 
hardship (e.g., chī kuī ‘suffer loss’, chī kǔ ‘endure hardship’ in (21)), it 
retains a broader semantic range with neutral or positive collocations such 
as chī xiāng (‘be popular’), chī de kāi (‘be well-connected’), and chī guā 
(‘watch gossip as a bystander’) in (22). The comparison shows that 
Japanese kuu/kurau are culturally shaped toward negative meanings, 
whereas Chinese chī develops numerous idioms of misfortune, it also 
exhibits diverse semantic shades, encompassing negative, neutral, and 
positive collocations. 
In English, the verb eat appears in a variety of idiomatic expressions such 
as: eat dirt, eat the loss, and eat the cost. These idioms consistently convey 
forced endurance, often highlighting the experiencer’s lack of agency. In this 
respect, English eat parallels Japanese kuu/kurau, which also predominantly 
appear in expressions of passive suffering. However, unlike Japanese, 
where kuu/kurau are highly entrenched across a wide idiomatic spectrum, 
English eat is less systematic and not as culturally embedded. While both 
languages metaphorically extend “eating” to cover negative experiences, 
English idioms tend to be fewer in number and more lexically restricted. 
This difference may reflect cultural variation in the metaphorical 
conceptualization of “eating” as a means of enduring hardship (cf. Lakoff 
and Johnson 1980). 
The analysis in this section demonstrates notable cross-linguistic differences 
in the idiomatic collocations and semantic extensions of “to eat” verbs in 
Chinese, Japanese, and English. In Chinese, chī exhibits particularly active 
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usage in expressing adversity or passive experiences. It not only 
encompasses a large set of fixed expressions denoting misfortune but also 
extends to neutral or even positive contexts, revealing both a broad semantic 
range and a high degree of lexicalization. Japanese kuu/kurau likewise 
appear in a considerable number of idiomatic expressions, but their semantic 
core is more strongly oriented toward adverse, passive, or accidental 
situations, with neutral or positive usages being relatively rare. 
English eat also occurs in a few fixed phrases conveying endure negative 
consequences or passivity, yet its lexicalization is limited and lacks the 
systematic semantic network observed in Chinese and Japanese. These 
contrasts highlight the diverse roles of cultural metaphor, conventionalized 
usage, and semantic bleaching across languages, illustrating the varied 
interaction of grammatical and cultural factors in the construction of passive 
or adversity-related meanings. 
 
Conclusion 
This study shows that the “eat” verbs in Chinese, Japanese, and English give 
a clear example of how languages can express affectedness and passive-like 
meanings without using formal passive grammar. In all three languages, 
verbs that initially meant ‘to eat’ have lost some of their original meaning 
and can describe situations where the subject is the one affected. However, 
the range and productivity of this change are very different. 
The Chinese verb chī has the widest meaning and is used in many idioms, 
describing not only bad situations but also neutral or even good experiences. 
The Japanese verbs kuu and kurau also appear in many set phrases, but they 
mostly describe involuntary or negative events, with kurau often implying a 
sudden impact or harm. The English verb eat is found in only a few fixed 
expressions that show endure negative consequences or humiliation and has 
little ability to create new patterns. 
These cross-language patterns show that passive or adversative meanings 
can develop through different paths – such as semantic extension and 
bleaching – and that each language uses these paths in its specific way. 
 
 
Abbreviations 
ACC accusative 
CAUS causative 
CVB converb 
DAT dative 
GEN genitive 
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LV light verb 
PASS passive 
PFV perfective  
PROG progressive 
PST past 
TOP topic 
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Christopher Smith’s Samurai with Telephones: Anachronism in Japanese 
Literature is a stimulating and ambitious study that brings long overdue 
attention to the ways anachronism structures Japanese literary and cultural 
expression. Expanding from his 2017 dissertation titled Now Long Ago: 
Anachronism in Edo and Contemporary Japanese Literature defended at the 
University of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, Smith proposes a theoretical framework 
that distinguishes between “dialogic” anachronisms, which preserve the 
difference between past and present, and “monologic” ones, which collapse 
temporal distance by rewriting the past in the image of the present. This 
framework, drawing on Mikhail Bakhtin (1895–1975), Julia Kristeva (b. 
1941), and postmodern theory, is then tested across an eclectic archive that 
stretches from literature to contemporary manga and anime, and Edo-period 
(1600–1868) genres like kibyōshi (comic books) and kabuki theater plays, 
including Ōgai Mori’s (1862–1922) Abe Ichizoku (The Abe Clan, 1913), 
Sampei Shirato’s (1932–2021) Kamui-den (The Legend of Kamui, 1964–
1971), and Osamu Tezuka’s (1928–1989) Hi-no Tori (Phoenix, original run 
1954–1955). 
Smith opens with the premise that anachronisms are not simply errors or 
comic flourishes, but fundamental strategies of cultural narration. In doing 
so, he challenges a long tradition of treating anachronism as accidental or 
secondary. His theoretical distinction is simple yet powerful: monologic 
anachronism rewrites the past to support the present, while dialogic 
anachronism places past and present side by side, allowing them to 
illuminate one another without collapsing into synthesis. This distinction 
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provides a fresh vocabulary for thinking about how texts negotiate temporal 
layers and is flexible enough to be applied across very different periods and 
genres.   
Importantly, Smith situates Japanese literature and popular culture within 
broader conversations about temporality. His discussion of Shakespearean 
anachronisms in the introduction, for example, reminds readers that Japan is 
not unique in its temporal play but participates in a wider, perhaps global, 
literary practice. At the same time, he insists on the specificity of Japanese 
contexts, particularly the Edo period’s lively print and theater culture, where 
audiences were historically attuned to the humorous and critical possibilities 
of temporal slippage.   
The book’s archive is admirably wide-ranging. Early chapters take up Ōgai’s 
Abe Ichizoku and Shirato’s Kamui-den, examining how anachronism 
intersects with modern ideologies of the individual or Marxist 
historiography. Later, Smith turns to Kenzaburō Ōe’s (1935–2023) Man’en 
Gannen-no Futtobōru (‘football in the first year of Man’en’, 1967), which 
provides a particularly rich case because it contains both monologic and 
dialogic anachronisms, dramatizing the tension between rewriting and 
destabilizing history. Tezuka’s Hi-no Tori receives especially compelling 
treatment. Smith shows how Tezuka’s playful anachronisms – a twelfth-
century samurai picking up a telephone, for instance – are not simply comic 
interludes but pointed critiques of official history and postwar national myth. 
Here the distinction between humorous gag and political intervention 
collapses, and Smith demonstrates how laughter can itself be a vehicle of 
critique. Equally valuable are the later chapters on Edo-period kibyōshi and 
kabuki, which highlight that anachronistic play was by no means confined 
to modernity. Works such as Nise Murasaki Inaka Genji (‘a fake Murasaki’s 
country Genji’, 1829) or Yoshitsune Sembon-zakura (Yoshitsune and the 
Thousand Cherry Trees, 1747) reveal a long-standing tradition of inserting 
present concerns into past settings. In showing Edo readers’ awareness of 
such devices, Smith undercuts any assumption that early modern audiences 
consumed these works “naively.” The effect is to emphasize continuity: 
anachronism has long served as a means of negotiating history in Japanese 
culture, whether in woodblock print or television anime.   
Despite its many strengths, the study occasionally leaves the reader wishing 
for greater clarity or breadth. The sequencing of chapters is one such point. 
While the movement from Ōgai to Shirato, then to Tezuka, contemporary 
anime, and finally Edo texts, makes for a stimulating range, the connective 
logic is not always apparent. Are the texts chosen for their representative 
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force, their thematic parallels, or their theoretical utility? A clearer roadmap 
would help readers follow the argument across this diverse archive. Smith 
also draws heavily on English-language theoretical traditions. While this 
brings his work into dialogue with broader conversations in comparative 
literature and cultural theory, it results in relatively little engagement with 
Japanese-language scholarship on temporality, intertextuality, or literary 
historiography. Greater attention to Japanese methodologies could have 
strengthened the book’s claims and placed them in richer conversation with 
existing Japanese debates that English-speaking readers rarely have a chance 
to encounter.   
Conceptually, Smith frames anachronism most often as destabilization. 
While persuasive, this approach risks narrowing the trope’s potential. 
Anachronism can also be generative: it can propose alternative histories, 
imagine parallel worlds, or open multiverse-like scenarios in which different 
versions of the past coexist. Smith gestures toward these possibilities but 
does not pursue them extensively. A broader theorization would have 
allowed his framework to capture not only the critical but also the 
constructive powers of anachronism.  
Finally, questions of scope deserve attention. Although the title emphasizes 
“literature”, much of the book is devoted to manga, anime, and theater. 
These are some of the most engaging sections, but they suggest a broader 
cultural rather than strictly literary project. Making this explicit – perhaps 
framing the book as a study of Japanese cultural narratives – would clarify 
its scope and avoid leaving readers uncertain about the boundaries of 
“literature” in Smith’s account.   
Smith’s prose is accessible, but at times it leans into extended citation chains 
that can obscure his own interpretive voice. This tendency toward a 
somewhat conventional academic style occasionally slows the argument, 
giving more weight to the theorists he cites than to his own insights. Yet 
when Smith steps back from the scaffolding, his readings are sharp, his 
enthusiasm is palpable, and his voice is clear. The balance tilts toward 
caution, but the interpretive energy is always close at hand.   
Overall, Samurai with Telephones makes a valuable contribution to Japanese 
literary and cultural studies by foregrounding anachronism as a central trope 
rather than a marginal error. Its theoretical distinction between dialogic and 
monologic anachronism offers a vocabulary that will be useful beyond 
Japanese studies, and its archive – spanning Ōgai and Ōe, Tezuka and 
Naruto, Edo kibyōshi and kabuki – is impressively broad. While the book 
could be strengthened by clearer organizational logic, deeper engagement 
with Japanese scholarship, and a more expansive account of anachronism’s 
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multiple functions, it succeeds in opening an important conversation. Rather 
than closing the field, Smith’s study lays the groundwork for further research 
on temporality in Japanese literature and culture, inviting comparative 
exploration of how anachronism shapes narrative traditions across the globe. 
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Review of Salon Culture in Japan: Making Art, 1750–
1900 edited by Akiko Yano. 
London: British Museum Press, 2024. 256 pages, 220 
illustrations. 
             
Salon Culture in Japan: Making Art, 1750–1900 argues that cultural salons 
functioned as spaces where collaborative artistic production transcended the 
rigid four-class social system promoted by early modern Japan’s neo-
Confucian ideology. By examining collaborative practices and works among 
established and “ordinary” participants, the book demonstrates that cultural 
production operated across social boundaries in ways that challenge 
conventional understandings of Edo period (1603–1868) social structure. It 
reveals more fluid and participatory cultural networks than previously 
understood.  
In this volume – which is simultaneously an exhibition catalogue and a 
scholarly contribution – the authors examine in five essays the salons’ 
persistent social dynamics that operated across the late Edo period and early 
Meiji era (1868–1912). Published to accompany the exhibition “City Life 
and Salon Culture in Kyoto and Osaka: 1770–1900” in the Mitsubishi 
Corporation Japanese Galleries (April 2024–March 2025), it presents initial 
findings from a larger digitization and database project 1 . The research 
project draws on over 100 illustrated book titles, 500 paintings, and 3,000 
surimono (privately commissioned woodblock prints often featuring poetry) 
from the British Museum’s Kyoto-Osaka collection, one of the most 
significant outside Japan.  
Japan’s cultural salons brought together artists, poets, and “ordinary” people 
across social boundaries. Examples include collaborative paintings by 

	
1 British Museum, “Making art together in Japan 1780–1880” 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/projects/making-art-together-japan (accessed 22 July 
2025). 
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multiple unrelated artists and surimono prints combining poetry and images 
from members of poetry clubs using pseudonyms. Through this approach, 
the book’s authors complement the British Museum’s parallel focus on 
exhibiting individual artistic achievement such as that of Katsushika 
Hokusai (1760–1849) (“Hokusai: Beyond the Great Wave”, 25 May–13 
August, 2017) or Utagawa Hiroshige (1797–1858) (“Hiroshige: artist of the 
open road”, 1 May–7 September 2025), ultimately painting a bigger picture 
of visual and poetic culture during the Japanese early modern period.  
 
Bridging academic analysis and public engagement 
Salon Culture contains five major essays and seven shorter contributions. 
After a historical contextualization by C. Andrew Gerstle, subsequent essays 
approach salons from the perspectives of knowledge transmission, e.g. Tim 
Clark’s and Rosina Buckland’s essays, and collaborative practices, e.g. 
Alfred Haft’s and Akiko Yano’s essays. While the volume’s shorter 
contributions provide further insight into auxiliary topics such as printed 
manuals, the Nagasaki school and painting literati, it is in combination with 
the major essays that these contributions become most valuable.  
Clark effectively presents scholarly analysis for general readership by 
connecting the salon’s themes to perspectives that should also matter to 
exhibition visitors: the life around the private individual. He acknowledges 
Jack Hillier’s The Uninhibited Brush (London: Hugh M. Moss, 1974), at the 
time of its publication foundational for studying the Shijō school of 
“naturalistic” painting (p. 90) outside Japan. The Maruyama and Shijō 
schools originate with the painter Maruyama Ōkyo (1733–1795) and were 
continued by Go Shun (Matsumura Gekkei, 1752–1811), with Shijō taking 
its name from the “Shijō” or “Fourth Avenue” district of Kyoto. Clark 
develops more nuanced understanding of knowledge transmission in salon 
networks by addressing the central question of whether artists drew 
inspiration from life or from surrounding materials. His engagement with 
the motifs of people, places and things juxtaposes the different ingredients 
necessary for spontaneous artistic production: technique, experience, and 
observational skills, not only of the motifs, but also of the circumstances 
limiting certain forms of expression, such as disasters or current political 
events. 
Equally reflecting on the images’ relationship with reality and with 
observation while focusing on the procedural acts of “capturing nature”, 
Haft examines Ōkyo and his followers, arguing that Ōkyo’s followers, 
sometimes described as the Maruyama school, synthesized spiritual, 
scientific and poetic practices to “capture nature” and “set it free” (p. 164), 



Review of Salon Culture in Japan …                       SILVA IAPONICARUM LXXIV 

	 80	

a discussion he convincingly supports with extensive textual and visual 
evidence and contextualizes with a profound secondary literature 
framework.  
Next, Buckland examines the presence of Chinese works in Japan and their 
impact on various Sinophile arts ranging from painting over incense to seal 
carving, which all involved degrees of social interaction and co-creation. 
China was both present and a distant idea at the time. While its systems 
shaped social hierarchy and military government and were a substantial 
subject of study, the region itself remained physically remote due to period 
travel restrictions. In consequence, literati (bunjin) values, particularly their 
focus on individual cultivation of skill became popular among the educated 
public as they allowed a respite from worldly concerns. In the works 
Buckland discusses, this Sinitic influence is discernible in areas ranging 
from the medium of ink painting, its motif selection and painting-manual 
mediated aspects of brushwork, to tea culture as a backdrop for collaborative 
creation.  
Yano continues the discussion of collective creativity by focusing on the 
joint appearance of poetic and visual imagery in works like surimono, poetry 
anthologies, and illustrated books. She demonstrates that surimono function 
as historical documents of collaborative meetings, which she frames as 
concrete evidence for network analysis, able to counteract the observation 
that “surimono and illustrated poetry anthologies have rarely been integrated 
into the study of an artist’s body of work” (p.  226). That an inclusive view 
on artists’ oeuvres is beneficial is demonstrated by her essay: as pictorial 
works containing poetry are frequently the product of collaborative 
composition events, these works do not only document the artist’s skill and 
knowledge, but give insight into the associated context of the moment of 
creation. The occasion (such as the New Year), master poets, contributors 
and even their places of origin can be read from these poetic images and 
provide insight into the “inventiveness of a broad spectrum of individuals” 
(p. 234).  
The essays and shorter contributions work together in updating the research 
on professional and amateur artistic activities that Hillier began with his 
pioneering work: while he provided the English-reading public with an 
introduction to the various media of the “Shijō style” together with the 
appropriate terminology, Salon Culture puts the personal connections and 
legacies of the involved figures of 18th and 19th century Japanese art and 
society in dialogue with each other. 
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Critical discussion: Material evidence and visual analysis 
Reflecting its exhibition book format, the volume equally serves exhibition 
visitors seeking visual engagement and scholars requiring access to primary 
source materials. This dual orientation creates productive tension: as an 
exhibition catalogue, the volume grants readers insight into the complex 
cultural networks, while as a visual resource, it presents substantial visual 
material. However, scholarly apparatus and analytical depth are limited by 
this dual function. While the volume succeeds at demonstrating salon 
culture’s social significance, it provides limited access to primary research 
data. The multi-essay format offers readers diverse perspectives on salon 
networks, and the volume’s findings provide a strong foundation for future 
work that might more explicitly demonstrate how these various 
collaborative practices – from Clark’s everyday life themes to Yano’s 
surimono evidence – functioned as an integrated social system.  
The book presents over 200 illustrations carefully placed near their textual 
discussion, which visually demonstrates how richly and variedly the salons’ 
outputs were integrated across different media. However, while the 
underlying research includes comprehensive digitization and transcription 
of poem inscriptions, artist names, and other texts, the volume itself provides 
scholars only limited access to such detailed materials. For example, the lack 
of comprehensive translations of the poems discussed in the essays 
represents a missed opportunity, particularly given the volume’s argument 
about text-image interaction. Scholars cannot fully assess the evidence for 
collaborative practices without access to the textual content that currently 
requires studying the images directly.  
The editor’s indication that the database will be maintained by the Art 
Research Center at Ritsumeikan University and will provide, as its project 
aims declared, “a new portal for early modern Japanese culture with the 
capacity to absorb similar collections in the future” 2  suggests that this 
volume represents an initial stage of a more comprehensive scholarly 
undertaking. The promise of forthcoming academic articles addressing these 
analytical gaps indicates recognition of the need for more detailed research 
publications that can fully utilize the project’s database resources.  
The research project’s comprehensive digitization aims promise another 
opportunity: systematic visual analysis. As the current presentation, while 
of high quality and visually compelling, holds further analytical potential, 
comprehensive publication of research data could enable computational 

	
2 “Aims,” in: British Museum, n.d., “Making art together in Japan 1780–1880” [research project], 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/research/projects/making-art-together-japan (access date: 22 July 
2025). 
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analysis. Data visualizations, such as network diagrams of collaborative 
relationships, as well as temporal and spatial mapping, could have provided 
visual evidence for the volume’s arguments about the mechanisms, scale, 
and influence of these cultural networks.  
 
Significance 
Salon Culture demonstrates how studying “ordinary” cultural participants 
alongside established figures can transform understanding of early modern 
Japanese society, showing how collaborative production persisted across 
political changes. Its geographic focus on cultural networks in the Kansai 
region (Kyoto-Osaka area) challenges Edo-centric narratives while showing 
how different urban contexts shaped collaborative cultural production. By 
assessing artistic styles and identity creation through pen name usage and 
other identifying factors, its researchers and authors establish models for 
understanding how cultural networks operated across social boundaries 
applicable to further research contexts.  
The project’s integration of materials from multiple institutions – British 
Museum, Kansai University, and private collections – offers methodological 
models for international collaborative research. This approach of examining 
over 3,600 objects across multiple collections provides a template applicable 
far beyond these specific materials, demonstrating the potential for 
comprehensive resource sharing to advance scholarly understanding. 
The announced database at Ritsumeikan University’s Art Research Center 
will determine whether this research fulfils its transformative potential, 
though this volume provides valuable preliminary approaches that point 
toward more systematic frameworks for future salon culture studies. Despite 
limitations, this volume will be indispensable for specialists as both resource 
and starting point for future network studies.  
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