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Abstract

Seizing the Image of People

A Review of People’s History in Post War Japan

Lee, Yungjin
Sogang University

In this manuscript, I explore how images of people were constructed by
select Japanese historians, such as Irokawa Daikichi and Yasumaru
Yoshio, in 1960’s, which were characterized by active political struggles
fought by the left but also gave rise to the legend of Meiji era in the
aftermath of the defeat of the World War II. Although Meiji era was
touted as the glorious time for Japanese people, this era was also the
period that simple personal hopes for a better future held by middle and
low class people had been crushed by the apparatus of modern national
state built in Meiji era.

Irokawa, Yasumaru and other historians explored the images of people
who lived in Meiji era in an effort to reveal the political nature of images
as a important medium which breaks through totalitarian construction
from the spectacular fantasy, organize pessimism and discover the space
of images in the 1960’s Japanese society, which enjoyed fast economic
development and consumer-oriented capitalism despite on-going political
struggles. In this manuscript, a brief review of the process in which
national builders in early Meiji era constructed the ideology of patriotism

and nationalism will be followed by the analysis of meanings of people’s

political struggles in this era. A special emphasis will be placed on
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Irokawa and Yasumaru’s works, which captured images of people who
lived in Meiji era and reflected on how these struggles were eventually
negated by submission to the power of the imperial state and the
conspiracy between people and the ruling elite in following years.
However, their attempts to capture the image of people are in line with
the thought of W. benjamin, in that the past is not the act of recognizing
what it was like in the past time, but the act of “capturing certain memory
traces that flash across in the moments of crisis,

In my view, Irokawa and Yasumaru’s works were outstanding attempts
to “re-member fractured past” by appropriating people’s memories and
sufferings from Meiji era and recasting meanings of past people’s
struggles in the post-war phantasmagoria in an attempt to reorganize the
pessimism. Today, people’s history is regarded as a relic of the past.
However, in the contemporary spectacle society in which it is more and
more difficult to imagine the image of people, their works still have an

important meaning.

People, Image, Meiji Japan, Phantasmagoria, Utopia




