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Zero:
Japanese Identity and the Crisis of Modernity in the 1990s

Yumiko Iida

The aest het ic is at  once . . . t he very secret  prot ot ype of  human
subject ivit y in early capit alist  societ y, and a vision of  human
energies as radical ends in t hemselves which is t he implacable
enemy of all dominat ive or inst rument alist  t hought . It  signifies a
creat ive t urn t o t he sensuous body, as well as an inscribing of  t hat
body wit h a subt ly oppressive law; it  represent s on t he one hand a
liberat ory concern wit h concret e part icularit y, and on t he ot her
hand a specious form of universalism.

-Terry Eagleton

In The Ideology of the Aesthetic (1990), Terry Eaglet on defiant ly argues
t hat  art  in t he "post modern" age has lost  it s emancipat ory pot ent ial,
and t hat  t he aest het ic has come t o represent  eit her t he agent  of  lat e
capit alism charact erized by a "fet ishism of st yle and surface" and a "cult
of  hedonism and t echnique" or t he echo chamber of  t he voices of  ghost s
ret urning from t he past  armed wit h a "panoply of  myt hs, symbols and
orgiast ic spect acles."  Despit e [End Page 4 23] t hese pronouncement s,
one can hear in t he above passage anot her Eaglet on who want s t o f ind
room in t he aest het ic for an emancipat ory pot ent ial and who feels
sympat hy for t he "discourse of  t he body" as t he excluded Ot her of
Enlight enment  Reason. Eaglet on's ambivalence about  t he ut opian
pot ent ial implied in "t he aest het ic" is shared by many in our t imes who
have wit nessed t his ret urning spect er, t he t went iet h cent ury's
obsessive desire t o pursue and possess t he body, self, and nat ion, t hat
has result ed in a whirlwind of  malaise and human misery. Yet  t his negat ive
half  of  t he Enlight enment  has once again been pressed int o service as a
count erhegemonic sit e of  resist ance against  Reason's t yrannical cont rol,
gat hering t oget her all t he inart iculat e desires seeking t o t ranscend
modern dualism in a vision of  ut opic harmony. As t he lat e t went iet h
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cent ury wit nesses t he forward movement  of  a modernit y increasingly
t ransforming it self  int o an ever oppressive inscript ion of  t echnical
rat ionalism int o t he empirical life sphere, t he aest het ic has reemerged
at  t he cent er st age of  our int ellect ual and polit ical life.

It  has been t wo decades since Jean-François Lyot ard defined t he
post modern as t he coming age of  "incredulit y t owards met anarrat ives"
and gest ured t oward t he ample pot ent ial for individual freedom in t he
indet erminat e space t hat  was opened by t he decline of  t he all-
encompassing scient if ic t rut h.  Since t hen, t he t erm postmodernism has
been added t o t he handful of  t he most  significant  concept s in t he
scholarly lexicon and has played a cent ral role bot h in t he concept ion of  a
radical democracy and as a plat form for progressive causes.  Today,
however, t he concept  seems t o demand a crit ical ret hinking in light  of
t he changing face of  t he cont emporary world. The int ellect ual,
sociocult ural, and hist orical climat e of  t he 1990s appears t o be, in my
view, in a st at e of  profound disarray, deeply t roubled by t he e@ect s of
post modernit y-or what  I suggest  is bet t er described by t he t erm late
modernity-t hat  are more deeply felt  t oday t han ever. In t he case of
Japan, t he 1990s wit nessed a mult iple breakdown of polit ical, economic,
and sociocult ural orders and induced a visible shiA in t he mood of societ y
reflect ing an end t o t he glorious age of  Japanese economic success on
t he global st age. The decade saw a burgeoning polit ical inst abilit y, t he
Heisei depression and financial crisis, and t he so-called burst  of  t he
bubble economy, [End Page 4 24 ] developed in t he midst  of  t he
dramat ic int ernat ional geopolit ical rest ruct uring t hat  followed t he end
of t he Cold War. This seemingly sudden barrage of  misfort unes is far
from accident al; rat her, as I hope t o convince my readers, it  is t he
st ruct urally caused out come of t he cont inuous development  of  t he
modern.

In t his art icle I examine some dist urbing feat ures of  cont emporary
Japanese societ y as a way of  coming t o grips wit h t he great er
problemat ic surrounding t he issues of  ident it y and modernit y and t he
t roubled relat ions bet ween t he t wo. Wit h t his aim in mind, I focus on a
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number of  manifest at ions of  t he crisis in t he realms of  subject ivit y and
t he collect ive imaginary, int errogat e some...
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