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Keynote Speech

Asia: Co-figurative Identification

Sakai Naoki

Professor, Department of Asian Studies, Cornell University

Regardless of whether it is civilizational, national, ethnic or racial,
all identity is, first of all, a matter of identification. Asia is no
exception to this insofar as it is comprehended as the identity of some
collectivity. No individual or group can claim itself to be Asian
unless, in its outward reference, it is distinguished from and
contrasted to some entity that is not Asian while at the same time
being identified, in its inward self-restitution, with Asia. In this
respect Asia should be just like any such collective identities as
civilizational and geopolitical identities — the West, Europe, the
Americas, Africa, the East, the New World —, national identities —
Chinese, British, Russian, Indonesian, U. S. American, South African,
Brazilian — and racial identities — White, Black, Yellow, Semites,
Mongolian and so forth. As Etienne Balibar said with regard to the
problem of collective identities in general,' all the geopolitical
identities are fundamentally ambiguous. The ambiguity inherent in
the Asian identity is not unique. In talking about the Asian identity
and the transitional predicament in which this identity is currently
perceived to be situated, what is at issue is neither its inherent
ambiguity nor its complexity: it is instead the historically specific
modes and modalities of its identification.

The globally-accepted general consensus dictates that Asia is
primarily one of the four major geographic regions (five when
including Oceania, and six when separating North and South
Americas or including the Antarctic). It is often mistakenly regarded
as one of the large continents of the world, but as a cursory glance
immediately reveals, it is not a continent just as Europe is not. While
the concept of continent is extremely dubious and has been called
into question within the domain of geographic knowledge,* Asia is
qualified even less as a name for a geographically identifiable area of
the globe. Nonetheless the presumption that Asia is essentially an

expansive but enclosed geographic landmass persists. This
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Etienne Balibar, “Ambiguous
Identities,” Chris Turner trans., in
Politics and the Other Scene,
London & New York, Verso,
2002, p.57.

5
For a critique of geographic
knowledge and the concept of
continent, see: Martin W. Lewis
and Kiren E. Wigen, The Myth of
Continents, Berkeley, Los Angeles,
& London: University of
California Press, 1997. Despite
their thorough examination of the
basic assumptions concerning the
geographic categories, however,
the authors still believe that the
term ‘the West’ can be somewhat
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presumption forms an operational dogma that the identity of Asia is
somewhat anchored in the location of a place through cartographic
imagination.

It goes without saying that, following the colonization by
European powers of many parts of the world, such a presumption
began to be accepted by the elite in various communities across the
globe. Today the term Asia — or its equivalent in a local language —
is instantly intelligible with respect to its connotation despite the fact
that there is an extremely wide variety of its uses around the world. It

is widely believed that Asia is a certain proper name that indicates a

vast geographic area with a huge resident population. Accordingly,

some people might assume that those who live in the geographic area
called Asia are naturally designated as the Asians and that some
common history or cultural attributes must be intrinsic to those who
inhabit this vast area called Asia.

As a consequence of this, of course, it does not necessarily follow
that the people thus called Asians are able to gather themselves
together and build some solidarity among themselves through the act
of self-representation or auto-determination by enunciating ‘we.’
Clearly there is a wide gap between the fact that the population is
described as Asians by some observers standing outside the population
— we will inquire into the conceptual specificity of this “outside” or
externality below — and the self-assertion by the people themselves in
terms of the name attributed to them. Some sort of leap is required in
order to move from the state of being described as Asians by some
outside agents to the self-representation as a subject. And let us not be
negligent of a historical verity that such a situation did not exist until
the late 19th century, so that, before that time, the majority of
residents in Asia did not know they were living in Asia and referred to
as Asians by Europeans. Until then, generally speaking, there were
objects designated as Asians but there were no subjects who
represented themselves by calling themselves Asians. Only in the late
19th century did a few intellectuals begin to seriously consider the
plausibility of turning the objects ‘Asians’ into the transnational and
regional subjects of Asia. In this respect one can never overlook the
particular genealogy of Asia: that the name Asia originated outside
Asia, and that its heteronomous origin is indubitably inscribed in the
notion of Asia, even if it cannot be taken as a geographic or

cartographic locality.
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It is well known that the word Asia was coined by the Europeans
in the protocol of indexing itself as a sort of territorial unity in order
to distinguish Europe from its eastern others. It later turned into a
term in the service of the constitution of Europe’s self-representation
as well as its distinction. Asia is necessary for Europe because, without
positing it, Europe could not be marked as a distinct and
distinguishable body. What one sees here is the most illuminating
instance of the schematism of co-figuration, the working of a schema
thanks to which the figure of ‘us’ is constituted in the projective
imagining of the figure of ‘them.” As the figure of the imaginary
entity called ‘Asia’ is consolidated, the figure of ‘us’—in this case ‘us’
as Europe and more recently as the West—is posited as a unity. Yet
since the putative unity of Europe is inherently unstable and
constantly changing, Asia has been defined and redefined according
to contingent historical situations in which relationships between
Europe and its others have undergone vicissitudes.

Since the 19th century there have been an increasing number of
occasions when “the West” was used almost as a synonym for Europe.
The mytheme West came to assume a global currency as Euro-
American domination was increasingly perceived to be an ineluctable
reality in many parts of the world. Clearly the West neither signifies
nor refers to the same thing as the word Europe. Yet in its
paradigmatic discriminatory function in this schematism of co-
figuration, the West began to behave like Europe. In other words,
Asia was placed in a similar opposition to the West as it had been to
Europe.

There are many other names and identities with similar histories

of conquest and colonization in terms of which people form their

habits of collective identification. Hence, one cannot steadfastly
assume that people continue to be subjected to the initial relationship
of domination simply because they collectively identify themselves in
the terms which originally were coined by that relationship. Today
Asia is not necessarily subjugated to the domination of the West.
Most Asian countries are, at least in theory, independent of their
former colonizers. Yet we are still not justified in overlooking binding
historical legacies which stem from the fact that Asia arrived at its self-
consciousness thanks to the West’s or Europe’s colonization. The
historical colonization of Asia by Western powers is not something

accidental to the essence of Asia; it is essential to the possibility called




Asia insofar as the post of postcoloniality is not confused with that
which comes after in chronological succession. Asia was a postcolonial
entity from the outset, postcolonial in the sense that the identity
serves to constitute a subject out of an amorphous crowd of people
because of a fantastic colonial structure imbedded in that identity.

Perhaps, as an example to demonstrate what I mean by
postcoloniality, I should mention the recent reaction of Japanese mass
media to the revelation of the North Korean kidnapping maneuver.
As many people are aware, the North Korean government’s official
acknowledgement of their abduction operation from the 1970s
understandably gave rise to a series of incidents invoking a strong
sentiment among the Japanese public, and the Japanese abducted,
who were allowed by the North Korean government to return to
Japan, became the point of so-called condensation, around which not
only public sympathy for their victimhood and patriotic camaraderie
based on the collective disavowal of colonial guilt but also the gush of
vengeance against the resident Korean population within Japan were
conjured up.

By projectively identifying with the abducted, many Japanese
believed that they managed to shield themselves from a possible
denunciation about Japanese colonial responsibilities, against a fear
that they would necessarily be exposed to the accusing gaze of the
Koreans whenever they pose themselves as the Japanese in from of
them. Please allow me to remind you of the specific historical
relevance of the set of terms ‘abduction,” ‘abductor’ and ‘abducted’ in
this context. Regardless of whether an individual is aware or not of
the histories of Japanese colonialism and postwar East Asia, the
majority of the adult Japanese population today has an apprehension
that to fashion oneself as a Japanese in a face-to-face relation with the
Koreans means accepting the role of colonizer, oppressor, victimizer,
and, particularly in the cases of the Comfort Women and the Forced
Labor Transfer, the role of ‘abductor,’ as opposed to that of colonized,
oppressed, victim, and ‘@bducted.’ It is, however, important to note
that such a self-fashioning also implies the Japanese monopoly of the
attributes of being modernizer, rational, enlightened, and militarily
and scientifically superior, as opposed to being pre-modern, irrational,
traditional, and militarily and scientifically inferior. The distribution

of qualities in this neatly binary configuration is undoubtedly typical

of the colonial imagination. And I would never argue that there was
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in fact any moment in the past in which the contrast between peoples
of Japanese and Korean ethnic backgrounds could be described
adequately at all in terms of these binary sets of attributes. This is
rather a projective description at the service of colonial imagination.

Nevertheless, the Japanese identity could not be imagined
without resort to this binarism because the regime of identification
without which one cannot fashion oneself as Japanese necessarily
involves this binary configuration. Of course, here, I am talking about
the putative identity of the Japanese nation in relation to Korean
identity. Such a regime is utterly irrelevant when we talk about the
Japanese identity in relation to other ethnic, national, civilizational or
racial identities; the putative national identity of the United States,
for example. And let me note that I am not postulating the Japanese
identity in general here, irrespective of their relation to the other
identities. Rather what I call the Japanese identity is an assemblage of
Japanese identities which are constituted fantastically in
identifications in differing and varying relations.

First, what is to be underlined is the attributes which cause some
sense of guilt in one who fashions him/herself as Japanese in relation
to the Koreans are unavoidably tied to the qualities which make the
same person feel proud of being Japanese. This is why an admission
of colonial guilt is often accompanied by secret conceit. “We are sorry
to have colonized you. But, let us admit, we were so strong that we

could conquer you with ease.” Given this structure of a binary

configuration, it would be much less tormenting and even comforting

for one to fashion him/herself as Japanese if the attributes of
embarrassing qualities, being victimizer, ‘abductor,” and so forth, are
openly disavowed or if one is allowed to overlook them. It seems to
me that the figure of the Japanese abducted offers the Japanese public
a most convenient excuse to disavow not only their colonial guilt but
also the attributes which might invoke the sense of the colonial guilt.
In sympathizing with the abducted, many Japanese put them in the
position of victims, abducted, and the oppressed, and this fantastic
positionality allows them to enjoy a colonial binary configuration
without colonial guilt. This explains why the outburst of public
sympathy with the abducted Japanese so easily led to such a
sentimental affirmation of national solidarity and served as a rather
comforting opportunity to feel proud of Japanese nationality without

the hindrance of colonial guilt. It is an outburst of patriotic sentiment
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that is somewhat similar to what we witnessed in the United States
after the eleventh of September last year.

Second, the Japanese identity thus constituted is totally
dependent upon a colonial imagination which projects a binary
configuration retrospectively back to the relationship between the
Japanese from Japan proper and the Japanese of the Korean Peninsula
under the Japanese Empire. Let me stress that I am not focusing on

the mode of identification during the colonial period but rather the

Japanese identity today. The imaginary relationship between Japanese

and Koreans must constantly call on the colonial imagination for the
very reason of constituting the Japanese and Korean identities in
terms of the binary configuration after the loss of the Japanese
Empire. Precisely because the qualities of which one who fashions
oneself as Japanese today should feel proud are irresolvably implicated
in the colonial imagination, the Japanese simply cannot rid
themselves of the legacies of the past which are preserved in the
colonial binary configuration and incorporated into the regime of
identification through which they identify themselves as Japanese.
The self-confidence in ‘nihon-jin no jikaku,’ (self-awareness of being
Japanese) is sustained in the colonial configuration, so that one would
have to go through the loss of such self-confidence in order to get rid
of the colonial legacy in the mode of collective identification. We
simply cannot subscribe to the general presumption, endorsed by
both progressive and conservative intellectuals in postwar Japan, that
there is some substantial Japanese identity unaffected by historical
vicissitudes and that, once the external colonial conditions of the
colonial reign are removed, that substance returns to its original
shape. On the contrary, the colonial experience has irredeemably and
decisively affected how one can be Japanese; being colonizers and
seeing things from the civilizing positionality are not some accidental
attributes to Japanese subjecthood. Such qualities as making the
Japanese feel superior to other Asians even after the loss of their
empire are part and parcel of the essence of Japanese subjecthood, and
one will remain caught in the colonial past as long as one refuses to
question the mode of identification by which one enjoys the sense of
collective confidence as Japanese.

Postcoloniality, therefore, has little to do with what comes after
the demise of colonial reign. It indicates how decisively and

irredeemably the fantasy of colonial relationship is etched in our
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identities regardless of whether that fantasy adequately summarizes
the collective experience of the past or not. This is to say that the post

of postcoloniality means the irredeemability of the colonial experience

due to which it is impossible to posit some original identity prior to

colonial reign: a collective essential identity not yet contaminated by
the violence of colonial power relationship.

My concern is with the postcolonial aspects of that identity,
namely, Asia. Even though genealogically Asia retains its colonial
structure, I do not hesitate to admit that it could well be free of the
fantasy of colonial relationship. So let me examine whether or not the
contemporary appraisal of Asian things has dealt with the
postcoloniality of this identity. And my examination begins not with
Asia but the West, in paradigmatic relation to which Asia maintains
its identity.

The West is a mythical construct of a historically rather recent
currency, whose unity is increasingly suspect. Compared with the
other old uses of this word — or its equivalent in other languages —
in which the West bespoke the Western portion of the Roman world
after its division into two empires, the so-called New World, or the
oceans located furthest west of the Central Kingdom, the West came
into general use after the capital originating in Western Europe was
perceived to be omnipresent in global colonial domination.

The West is supposed to indicate a certain group of people called
“Westerners” in terms of their residential geographies, traditions, race,
and pedigree. It may appear to be a proper name and its propriety is
often marked by the capitalization of its first letter. Whereas ‘west’
suggests a direction, ‘the West’ (the Occident) retains the denotation
of a geographic area in the direction of the setting sun, and
accordingly, Asia (the Orient) acquires its directional sense of the
rising sun. Although it derives from the directional adverb and since
the earth is a globe, there is no fixed location that can be designated
by ‘west’ and so any point in the world can potentially be called so.
The West as the delimitation of ‘west’ must then be diacritically
distinguished from that which is not the West, that is, the Rest of the
world. Only insofar as it is distinguished and separated from the Rest,
can it refer to something other than a mere west. In this respect the
West is dependent upon how the Rest is determined, and the binary
opposition of the West and the Rest prescribes the meaning of this

word. Thus the West can be imagined as a fixed and identifiable

Keynote Speec




cartographic referent only when the Rest — particularly Asia, the East
and the Orient — is thought of as a fixity.

As a cartographic index, however, it sustains little coherence.
What is often overlooked is the undeniable economic, social, cultural,
ethnic, and religious heterogeneity that has continued to exist in the
geographic areas imagined to constitute the West. The majority of
those who live in countries in Western Europe believe themselves to
be Westerners, but at the same time some white people in South
Africa and Australia, for instance, might also insist that they are
“Westerners.” Conversely the colored population in North America
are rarely recognized as “Westerners” even if the majority of residents
in North America have claimed, more frequently perhaps since the
end of the Second World War, that they too are in the West. So it
may appear that the West is primarily a racial index rather than a
cartographic one; it is closely associated with the racial fantasies of
whiteness. But, once again, this assessment contradicts the historical
fact that Eastern Europe has been generally excluded from the West,
not only during the period of the Cold War but throughout the 20th
century. Generally speaking, the racial notion of whiteness is
organized loosely enough to allow those groups who would be
excluded from being white in other regions in the world, such as
certain peoples from the Middle East, to be recognized as such in East
Asia or North America. As people move from one place to another,
their racial identity may well change. Furthermore, we now know that
not only the concept of race in general but also whiteness as a social
category is historically so arbitrary that it is hardly an index of a stable
identity.

Just like the racial notion of whiteness, the West does not cohere
as a concept in empirical knowledge. The unity of the West is far
from being unitarily determinable on empirical grounds. The West,
therefore, is a mythical construct, which achieves powerful effects on
us as it gathers varying and contradicting properties around itself. Yet
it is important not to forget that what we believe we apprehend by
this mytheme is increasingly ambiguous and incongruous: its
immoderately overdetermined nature can no longer be shrouded.
This does not mean that the West has ceased to be a reality whose
putative objectivity is globally accepted; our senses of the world are

still directed by this historical construct. This is why the West must

be understood, first of all, as a mytheme which regulates our




imagination about how to hierarchically configure peoples and
institutions on the world map and which also functions powerfully as
one term of the binary opposition of the West and Asia.

Until a few decades ago, the West was unquestionably perceived
to be not only a geographical but also a historical index by means of
which it was thought possible to measure how modern a given social
formation was in relation to another. It served and still serves as a
powerful trope whereby geographic location has been mapped onto
the historicist chronology of progress. For many people in many parts
of the world well beyond so-called ‘developed countries,’
modernization was Westernization, and this formula made it possible
for them to entirely overlook a painfully obvious antinomy in the
statements that some societies run ahead of others and thar those
societies are located in the West.

It is safe to say that today the West as an analytic conceprt is
bankrupt and generally useless in guiding our observation about
certain social formations and people’s behavior in many loci in the
world. It obscures our observation and misdirects our comparison,
particularly in the cases of social formations and cultural phenomena
encountered in not only cosmopolises such as Hong Kong, Los
Angeles, Seoul, Shanghai, London, Sydney, Mexico City, Beijing,
Cairo, Bangkok, and Jakarta but also hinterlands in the North
American Plain, increasingly depopulated villages in Northeastern
Japan, the Midlands in the United Kingdom, and suburban
Bangalore. With Japan being customarily located outside the West,
can such a sweeping comparison with the West tell you anything
unique about Tokyo culture? Does Japanese film demonstrate some
distinctively non-Western property or propriety more significant than
the fact that what the individual researcher perceives to be non-
Western indicates only that the person happens to be unfamiliar with
it? Yet the uses of the West and Asia cannot be discarded at whim
overnight. For, both the West and Asia are subjective in the sense that
an ethnic identity is not an objective but a subjective reality. *
Certain people will persist in relying upon these mythemes because
they have to fashion themselves in these categories and also by means

of their distinction from each other. By positing the West as “over

there” away from Asia as “this side” they invent an optic that is

Orientalist in reverse. Just like the Orientalist one which posits the

Occident as this side and the Orient as over there, this voyeuristic
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optic re-invigorates a fleeting sense of a distinction between Asia and

the West, an ephemeral extenuation for not submitting things Asian

to the same analytical fields of investigation as things modern and
Western; as if the appreciation of things Asian, which for some
miraculous reasons are all supposed to be immediately ‘traditional,’
could in due course redeem us from the evils of modernity.

It goes without saying that the discussion of the Asian value,
popular in the 1990s, and the recurrent Asian culturalism in a variety
of forms are the best testimonies to the persistent existence of
postcoloniality in the modes of identification by which people fashion
themselves as Asians. These instances tell us that, in these modes of
identification, Asia continues to be invoked against the background of
the culturalist binary co-figurative schema of the Occident and the
Orient. In order to affirm the solidarity of “us Asians,” then, we
would have to re-confirm the putative unity of the West and remain
subordinated to Eurocentrism.

Given the aforementioned schematism of the West and Asia, how
can “we” possibly identify ourselves as Asians? The final provocative
question I would like to ask, then, is: how can we possibly prevent
our self-referential address, “we Asians,” from being caught in this

binarism or postcolonial genealogy?

Keynote Speech 231




232 Keynote Speech




	transition_b198
	transition_b199
	transition_b200
	transition_b201
	transition_b202
	transition_b203
	transition_b204
	transition_b205
	transition_b206
	transition_b207
	transition_b208
	transition_b209
	transition_b210
	transition_b211
	transition_b212
	transition_b213
	transition_b214
	transition_b215
	transition_b216
	transition_b217
	transition_b218
	transition_b219
	transition_b220
	transition_b221



