Why History Matters
"Who controls the present controls the past: who controls the past controls the
future. "

Key View on History

o The Control of the Past: In his dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949),
George Orwell famously wrote, "Who controls the present controls the past:
who controls the past controls the future." He observed how totalitarian
regimes (and politics in general) rewrite records, erase inconvenient people
(unwanted individuals), and manufacture truth and consensus.

o The Desire for Objective Truth: Like legitimate data-driven, evidence-driven
historians, Orwell believed strongly in an independent, objective historical
reality—what he called the "historical impulse," or the ability to see things as
they actually happened and preserve those facts for future generations.

History vs. Propaganda
History is the study and analysis of the past based on verifiable evidence, whereas
propaganda is a communication tool designed to manipulate public opinion and
promote a specific political or social agenda.

Legitimate History

» Goal: History's purpose is to understand and tell the truth about what
happened using facts, documents, and multiple perspectives.

o Method: Real history relies on research, primary and secondary sources,
archaeological findings, probability assessment, critical analysis, and open
debate.

» Nature: History changes or updates when new evidence or better
interpretations are discovered. It includes uncomfortable or contradictory
facts.

o Historian's Role: To act as an objective investigator, to piece together events
as they actually occurred. Legitimate historians will be honest and direct about
what they know and how they know it. Their methods are transparent (open to
review).

Propaganda and Belief
» Goal: The purpose of propaganda is to shape beliefs, induce strong emotions
(like fear or anger), and push specific behaviors or political support for certain
organizations. Propaganda is also a way for individuals, organizations, and
entire societies to avoid responsibility for negative historical events.
o Method: Propaganda uses limited facts, half-truths, emotional symbols, feelings
of comfort, nostalgia, slogans, and the deliberate omission of opposing
information.


https://www.google.com/search?kgmid=%2Fm%2F0lz9s&q=Nineteen+Eighty-Four

o Nature: Propaganda is rigid, one-sided, and resistant to correction or
conflicting evidence.

o Propagandist's Role: To act as a kind of “salesperson” or strategist, to push a
pre-determined narrative, belief system, or power structure. Propagandists will
generally hide or mask their real motivations and intentions. Their methods are
often narrowly restricted and sometimes closed to investigation.

How History and Propaganda Intersect

Leaders and groups often weaponize (utilize) history by twisting past events into
national myths or erasing inconvenient truths, to turn history itself into propaganda.
A propagandist will often say things like “history is merely opinion,” or “we can
never really know the truth.” Propaganda is a way to deny or distort historical
reality. It also uses statements like “love your culture” and “beware of those who
criticize your culture.” But how does one love one’s culture if the history of that
culture has been distorted into mere fantasy? Because we learn everything we know
from other people, it is important to separate real history from people who are
simply trying to manipulate us. Who is being honest and who is lying?
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Outsider Historians

Historians who study a culture different from their own (often called outsider or etic
researchers) bring a distinct set of analytical advantages to historiography and cross-
cultural scholarship:

Key Advantages

Greater Critical Distance and Detachment: Outsiders are generally less
emotionally or ideologically invested in the myths, national pride, feelings, and
sacred narratives of the culture they examine. This emotional distance allows
them to question deeply held assumptions that local (insider or emic) historians
might take for granted.

Asking Fundamental Questions: Because outsiders do not share the unwritten
social codes or everyday premises of the group, they are free to ask basic
questions about things that insiders rarely consider. These simple inquiries can
challenge foundational historical claims.

Comparative and Cross-Cultural Context: An outsider historian frequently links
local events to broader global, regional, or comparative trends. They bring
outside patterns, economic models, or cross-border influences into the analysis
that a local historian might overlook.

Freedom from Local Political and Social Pressures: Local historians often face
severe constraints, such as state censorship, nationalist backlash, institutional
loyalty, or community expectations. However, outsider historians may operate
with a higher degree of safety or autonomy, to critique power structures and
controversial facts.

Spotting Structural Externalities: Outsiders are often better positioned to map
out what Paul A. Kramer described as historical "externalities"—factors, global
networks, or political pressures operating just outside the localized boundaries
of study.
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Non-Japanese Historians of Japan

Non-Japanese historians studying Japanese history hold a unique vantage point
that offers distinct academic and structural benefits.

1. Freedom from Domestic Emotional and Political Pressures

o Objective Distance: Foreign historians are generally less emotionally or
politically invested in modern Japanese controversies—such as the memory of
World War Il, imperial expansion, or domestic political identity.

o Resistance to National Narratives: Foreign historians face less social or
institutional pressure, since some Japanese educational and political
organizations tend to either “clean” or excessively defend Japan's historical
record rather than facing it honestly.

2. A Natural Edge in Transnational and Comparative History

» Bridging Language Barriers: Because Japanese language is exceptionally
difficult for Western and other foreign scholars to master, non-Japanese
historians who understand some of the language are uniquely positioned to
bridge the gap.

» Challenging Exceptionalism: Rather than viewing Japan as a totally isolated or
"unique" civilization (Nihonjinron), foreign scholars can more easily place
Japan's institutional development, industrialization, and empire into broader
global and comparative frameworks.

3. Fresh Translation and Interpretation for Global Audiences
o Cultural Translation: Non-Japanese historians are often better suited to explain
why certain Japanese cultural, religious, or political concepts might seem
foreign, radical, or counter-intuitive to non-Japanese readers.
« Expanding Global Curricula: Non-Japanese historians play a vital role in
integrating Japanese history into the context of global history rather than
treating it as a specialized topic merely concerning Asia.
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Soft Power and the Distortion of History

Soft power is the way a country influences others by selling or promoting itself
peacefully, to get what it wants through attraction, persuasion, and shared values
rather than through military force or economic coercion. Culture is one of the main
tools of soft power, when a nation promotes its arts, movies, music, food, and
popular culture as part of that nation’s political and economic agenda (examples
include Hollywood films, Japanese anime, and South Korea's K-pop).

How Distortion and Soft Power Undermine Legitimate History

Selling a culture as a product also means selling a “clean” version of that culture.
Customers generally dislike products that have negative aspects. Therefore, these
products need to be cleaned up (sanitized) before they can be sold. History is one
of those products that is often cleaned up.

e The "History Problem": Nations that obscure, minimize, or revise historical
aggression often face suspicion from neighboring countries. For example,
historical revisionism and ambiguous statements regarding Japan's conduct
during the Asia-Pacific War (1937-1945) have damaged its regional trust and
limited the effectiveness of its diplomatic soft power, especially in China and
South Korea.

» State-Sponsored Revisionism: Some governments actively fund and direct
cultural programs, propaganda networks, and educational directives to promote
a sanitized or heroic national narrative of past conflicts. For instance, Russia uses
a state-managed "cult of Victory" surrounding its history in World War Il, to
create a revisionist narrative that justifies its contemporary foreign policies like
its illegal invasion of Ukraine today.

 Erosion of Long-Term Attraction: Although things like pop culture, anime,
cuisine, and fashion can generate commercial fascination and economic
benefits, attempts to whitewash (clean) dark chapters of a nation’s history create
a contradiction between a nation's appealing cultural fagade (its public mask)
and the actual behavior of its government and its people. For instance, the
United States constantly advertises freedom as a core international principle,
though its own history is filled with slavery, gender violence, and the genocide
of native peoples of North America—a history that many Americans still refuse
to acknowledge. This type of gap, between popular and positive culture and
dark and negative realities often alienates global civil society and makes
international political and economic partners suspicious and critical of such
nations.
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The Psychological Phenomenon of an Idealized Japan

As a well-known psychological phenomenon, Westerners and sometimes Asians use
Japan as an idealized emotional escape to process dissatisfaction with their own
societies. This phenomenon stems from several psychological, media-driven, and

historical dynamics:

The "Out-of-Place" Fantasy: Many individuals who feel alienated, lonely, or
burnt out in Western societies first encounter Japan through media like
anime, manga, or video games. They convert that media enjoyment into the
belief that they inherently belong in Japan rather than in their home culture.
Exotic Japan and "Japan Syndrome": Western media frequently portrays
Japan as a safe, orderly, mystical, or futuristic wonderland—ignoring the
complex social realities, high pressure, and collectivist norms of actual daily
life in Japan. This projection turns Japan into a blank canvas for Western
desires. These desires include a longing or nostalgia for: a more traditional
way of life; the hope that all of society lives in ideal harmony; the clarity of
defined roles for men and women; and the feeling that people in Japan are
somehow more spiritual or in touch with nature. Japan and Japanese human
beings cease to be real people with real lives but rather subjective ideals and
abstract stereotypes.

Rockstar Syndrome: Upon arriving in Japan, some foreigners experience a
temporary boost in social attention, novelty, or ego because of their distinct
ethnic background. This creates a false sense of superiority or specialness
that masks unresolved issues from back home.

The Disillusionment (The "Japan Trap"): The psychological relief is often
short-lived. When the demands of daily life—such as language barriers,
workplace pressures, and social isolation—set in, the fantasy collapses,
forcing individuals to realize that moving across the globe to Japan does not
erase internal or systemic problems within themselves and their own
societies.

10
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Japanophile

A Japanophile is someone with a romanticized fascination with Japanese culture. It
began in the 1890s with Western scholars who began idolizing Japan, but today it is
a popular term for anyone who treats almost everything Japanese as positive,
fascinating, or unique. This creates a problem when examining real Japanese
history. Real history can shatter the romanticized ideals of the Japanophile,
sometimes resulting in feelings of emotional betrayal or accusing legitimate scholars
or historical realists of things like “cultural insensitivity” or even racism.

However, it is important to understand that this modern fascination with Japan is
also built around the West's criticism and distrust of China since the 1800s. Whereas
Japan embraced modernization and has been treated as an ally, particularly by the
U.S.A. after 1945, China has a history of resisting Western colonialism, modernism,
and democratic capitalism. This difference or divergence between Japan and China
in the modern world has led to a simple dichotomy of Japan as modern and good,
and China as problematic and bad.

Some examples that challenge the Japanophile fascination
The primary disadvantages, contradictions, and harsh historical realities that clash
with popular modern pop-culture and myths include:

1. The Brutal Realities of Life During Feudal Japan and the Edo (Tokugawa)
Period

 Rigid Class Oppression: While pop culture glorifies the aesthetic of the
samurai, the Edo period (1603-1867) was dominated by a samurai nobility that
was only about 5% to 7% of Japan’s total population. Edo/Tokugawa Japan was
built on a hyper-rigid caste system where commoners, peasants, and
merchants—in total, more than 0% of the population—had almost no upward
mobility and lived under strict authoritarian control. Edo Japan has been
described as the first effectively modern “police state.”

» Poverty and Hardship: Life outside the beautiful aesthetic of kabuki theaters
and poetry was marked by backbreaking agricultural labor, frequent famines,
and heavy taxation. Farming families (apx. 85% of the population) often killed
(infanticide) or sold their children to crime gangs (yakuza) when they simply
didn’t have enough food to eat. By the end of the 1700s, organized crime,
economic and political corruption, and the samurai’s total neglect of real-world
problems were so common that Japan faced endless economic crises and
famines. Critics at the time like Buyo Inshi (1816) declared that soon the entire
Edo era would collapse under the weight of its corruption and endless
incompetence.

12



o The Dark Side of Pleasure Quarters: Celebrated artistic districts like the yakaku
(licensed prostitution quarters) were built on human trafficking. Young girls from
poor families were routinely sold into brothels, suffering high rates of disease
and early death. These pleasure districts eventually came under the control of
the Yakuza—Japanese organized crime—which appeared during the Edo era
and helped enforce the Edo police state.

o Extreme Isolation and Cruelty: Under sakoku (isolationist policies), trying to
leave or re-enter Japan was punishable by death. The Shogunate also brutally
tortured and executed Christian peasants, including children, to enforce
conformity.

2. Confronting Imperial Atrocities and Wartime History

o The Contrast with "Peaceful/Serene" Modern Japan: For those who fall in
love with Japan through anime, tea ceremonies, or cute aesthetics, learning
about the Empire of Japan in the first half of the 20th century can be a
psychological shock.

» Forgetting War Crimes: Imperial Japan committed mass atrocities between
1932 and 1945—including civilian massacres, grotesque human
experimentation, brutal forced labor and famine across occupied territories, and
the recruitment and abduction of hundreds of thousands of mostly teenaged
girls who were forced into sex slavery for the Imperial Japanese Army. Most of
these girls and young women died from disease, extreme physical abuse, or
were murdered, and most of those who survived were so badly abused or
diseased that they could never have children.

» Historical Amnesia and Textbook Controversies: Unlike Germany—which
addresses World War Il and the Holocaust in public memory—Japan’s political
and educational systems have long distorted or simply excluded such war
crimes from Japanese school textbooks. This stance has not only caused friction
with neighboring countries but has also forced the Japanese public into a
misinformed choice: (a) face Japan’s dark past with limited or distorted
information, (b) pretend that the events in this past were somehow necessary, or
(c) simply pretend that this past never happened at all.

3. Disillusionment with the "Samurai Code" (Bushido)

o Romanticized and Constructed: The strict, noble, morally upright code of
Bushido (Way of the Warrior), which modern fans adore and believe is ancient,
was actually codified and romanticized long after Japan’s actual bloody,
pragmatic, and often messy civil wars (like the Sengoku period). What Bushido
actually is and how it was used in reality has no consensus among Japanese
historians today, including historians of samurai culture. Much of what people
believe about Bushido today was published after the year 1900 by modern

13



nationalists like Nitobe Inazo (¥ 7 fiii&), who attempted to use Bushido as
justification for Japan's aggression against Korea and China in the 20™ century.

o Pragmatism and Betrayal: Real samurai politics were defined by shifting
alliances, opportunistic betrayals, mass slaughter of peasants, head-hunting for
trophies, and political assassinations rather than a clean, chivalrous or romantic
cinematic contest.

4. Cultural Displacement and "Orientalist" Awkwardness
 Aesthetic vs. Reality Today: Japanophiles and other admirers of Japan often

fall in love with an "idealized Japan," a "highly staged version of Japan," or the
"Japan depicted in anime"—uversions that do not exist in reality. Yet when
confronted with the actual situations of Japanese society today—such as intense
pressure to conform in the workplace, the ongoing exclusion of outsiders
("gaijin"), the ongoing and long history of gender discrimination, and the
public’s denial of historical realities—these Japan admirers face a gap between
their fantasies and the truth, which can lead to cognitive dissonance or
disillusionment.
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