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• Mishima Yukio’s suicide, 1970 
• The Red Army 1972 
• The Narita airport protests 1978 
• “Had a weird dream about going to japan…” 

WEEK 3: WONDERFUL, WACKY, WEIRD JAPAN!  
Reading 1: Exotic, Menace, Phoenix, WEIRD 
MASS MEDIA REPORTING OF JAPAN fell into discernible patterns in the years 1900-1960, where 
the country was broadly seen as, first, the Exotic, then the Menace, and after the Pacific War, the 
Phoenix. The historian Richard Storry came up with some variations on these images of Japan 
in a 1972 article for The Times:  

1. The Lotus Land               2. The Gallant Ally 
3. The Ghastly Menace           4. The Busy Beehive 

IN THE LATE 1960S, Japan was indeed deep in the Busy Bee/Phoenix phase, with the 1964 
Tokyo Olympics a resounding success in modernizing the national picture, exports booming and 
the standard of living of ordinary Japanese beginning to compare with that in the United States. 
But in the early years of the new decade a series of stories came out of Japan which both 
challenged most people’s preconceptions about Japan and yet managed to fit most of the images 
above.  
  Reports of Mishima Yukio’s suicide in November 1970 immediately referred to Japan’s 
warrior ethic, whose corruption or loss Mishima was protesting. This in turn had connotations 
of Menace, Ghastly or otherwise, although the defeat of 1945 did not concern Mishima. The 
activities of the Red Army faction in the 1970s also led back along this well-trodden path to the 
Menace image, by way of the kamikaze pilots and their willing suicide for a noble cause. At 
Narita Airport, journalists reporting students and farmers protesting the opening of the new 
facility bolted on sections of the Red Army and even the Mishima story.  

All three stories led back to the Menace, but because these were fundamentally domestic 
threats, the press seems reached for a new paradigm. Weird Japan gets about 1,340,000 results 
on Google. 1,340,000 instances of weirdness, from insect eaters to transvestites to onsen eggs to 
sashimi sea cucumber to junior school decapitations and knife wielding sophomores. The 
common elements are sex and violence, as they would be anywhere, but because they’re 
Japanese they are weird. Hammond (1997: 87-89) refers to some of these stories:  
• The Yokohama bridegroom who ran over and killed his wife after their wedding reception 

(Daily Express, 29 November 1994) 
• The Ōsaka couple who dined free at restaurants by dropping a cockroach into the soup and 

threatening to call the health inspectors (Daily Express, 6 December 1994) 
• The Sagawa Issei murder/cannibalism story, which interested the Japanese because his 

victim was foreign, “It would be very different if his victim had been Japanese,” one expert 
said’ (Sunday Times, 27 November 1994) 

• A story about Yamamoto Samu, whose book about his adventures groping women on the 
subway made him a TV star, explaining that Japan ‘Is a nation addicted to frottage’ and that 
‘Astonishingly, groping is often a group activity, like everything else in Japan’ (Daily 
Telegraph, 27 November 1994) 

 



Reading 2: Mishima Yukio’s suicide, 1970 
MISHIMA YUKIO’S DECAPITATION and ritual 
disembowelment (seppuku) on November 25 1970 could 
have been foreseen by most of his circle, not just the 
members of his Tate no kai (Shield Society) militia. Most 
Japanologists say that many Japanese viewed the incident 
with derision and scorn. However, his suicide, which he and 
his assistant Morita carried out after an unsuccessful attempt 
to draw attention to the decline in Japan’s ancestral military 
values, instead drew foreign attention to Mishima’s novels, 
which were then translated into many languages. Again, 
authorities on Japanese literature say that Mishima’s work 
remained unpopular among Japan’s readers, while others s
they rediscovered its merits through Western critiques.  
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ulty finding a causal link between 
Mishima’s suicide and his wish to 
preserve Japan’s ancestral military 
values. If there is an answer, it is 
probably to be found wrapped in the 
heavy coils of Mishima’s work, in its 
taste for beauty and death, especially 
in his three part novel, Hōjō no umi 
(trans. The Sea of Fertility, 1970).  
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his readers, however, searching Mishima’s works for clues to his death was more than could 
reasonably be expected. Mishima’s death was weird, and it just went to show that no matter 
how many transistor radios and Walkmans the Japanese produced, they were still wedded to 
their gory past and always would be. This was, in a way, exactly what Mishima had wished 
was the case, so his death did help preserve the impression of Japan keeping faith with the 
old martial spirit, (even if it took the musings of Western journalists and their readers to help 
the impression take hold).   
 
 

 

 
 
 



Reading 3: The Red Army: that old Kamikaze feeling… 
 
 

 
 
The Times June 1st 1972: A journalist connects up the dots in an attempt to discover the 
purpose and philosophy of the Red Army Faction [Sekigun-ha]. He connects the slaughter at 
Lod to the Narita protests but this leads nowhere. He detects a spirit of noble but aimless 
sacrifice which he associates with the prewar kamikaze, but then what? He tries and fails to 
connect the Faction to right-wing nationalism. Who can explain such a Japanese 
phenomenon?  
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Reading 4: The Narita airport protests 
 
The Times , 
May 15 1978  
 
Something of the 
old martial spirit 
here, as the 
security forces 
move into 
formation to 
protect Japan’s 
£1,500 million 
investment in its 
new 
international 
airport from 
thousands of 
militant students 
and furious 
farmers. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Times March 18 1978: Japan mobilizes against a threat that seems heavy with past 
associations.  
 

 
 
 
 



Reading 5: Plus ça change… 
WHAT NOW? Whatever weird meant in the past, in our millennium, the word seems to operate 
best in the limited territory of young white American males, viz.: 
 
“Had a weird dream about going to japan  
I love japan. I really want to go there to see all the cool high tech gadgets. I've heard 
that japanese technology wise; is 1 year ahead of the US! I had a dream today heh, 
that I went to japan and purchased the new nintendo DS that has not been released 
out in the US for $220. Also, is the nintendo DS out in japan yet? I can't wait till it gets 
to america! I'm saving up to go to japan, as well as the nintendo DS!”                 

 
 
Or there’s Gaijin In Japan: Weird Japan Experiences [Welcome to the Club! Gaijin in 
Japan is for foreigners who are living and/or working in Japan. The information within 
may be volatile, highly confrontational or just plain opinionated…] See 
http://pub26.ezboard.com/frealdiscussionboardfrm13
 

FOR BETTER OR WORSE, these people are intimately involved in reporting Japan now. These  
are the masters of the new media, and they can’t be ignored.  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://p080.ezboard.com/brealdiscussionboard
http://pub26.ezboard.com/frealdiscussionboardfrm13


QUESTIONNAIRE CLASS NAME WEEK NO. 
NAME STUDENT NO. DATE 
1. WHAT WAS THIS CLASS/FILM ABOUT?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. WHAT ARE THE MAIN QUESTIONS IT RAISES? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. WHAT IS IMPORTANT ABOUT THIS SUBJECT? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. ANY OTHER COMMENTS? 
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