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Away from the Turn toward Nationalism:
Contextualizing Modern Japanese

Thinking on China

Chih-yu Shih
&
Ching-min Li

Abstract

Contemporary writers tend to comment on the abruption or the turn in
Japan’s pre-war history of thoughts. They fault pre-war intellectuals for
changing positions. This paper disputes this popular historiography by
showing how many of those criticized thinkers, as well as others, who
switched theoretical positions were practicing an identity strategy. The
purpose of a writer to assert certain political thoughts was primarily about
finding a right place for Japan, which fell into the identity crisis after Meiji
Restoration. One major task was to define Japan’s relationship with China.
This paper argues that different approaches to China represented different
logical solutions to Japan’s identity. What featured Japan’s modern history
and its attitude toward China was not the contents of any particular thought.
Rather, it was the need for a solution. This need prompted thinkers to move
from one position to another, in any direction. Logical inconsistency was the

spirit of the history which contemporary writers continue carrying.

Keywords: Tokutomi Soho; Naito Konan; Yoshino Sakuzo; Kiyosawa
Kiyoshi; Takeuchi Yoshimi; Asianism
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