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Looking at world nationalisms
through an overseas Japanese prism

by REIZEI Asahiko

translated by R. A. Stegemann

It was 7:30 AM on June 25th in the 34th block of New York City. On a paper 
banner in front of a tea salon was written "large-screen projector inside". A 
stream of youth, clad in bright red bandanas and t-shirts, were pouring into the 
salon. It was Korea Town, and the air was filled with the sounds of many drums 
and cheering voices. When I turned into 7th Avenue on my way to Columbia 
University in the 116th block, the fervor suddenly disappeared, and I could hear 
only the early morning quiet of bustling commuters seemingly unaware that the 
United States had even made it into the quarter finals.

Several hours later I checked the internet. The party was over. Korea had lost to 
Germany and would be just another third-party observer to the final match. The 
fervor of Korea and Japan, the two co-hosting nations, would pause, and 
everyone could finally focus their attention on the games themselves. Though 
Japan's excitement already seemed a distant epoch away, there was obviously 
no mistake that, it too, had participated in this great fervor. 

What has made this year's World Soccer Cup different from all the rest was not 
a single unforgettable incident; rather, the remarkable display of national spirit 
shown by the nations of Northeast Asia. Surely it was soccer that triggered the 
concentrated outpour of enthusiasm, but at the heart of each co-sponsor's 
passionate love affair with itself was also a deeply felt sense of national unity.

This said, should we not be wary of nationalism's dark side? Surely this was the 
same national spirit of which unscrupulous politicians have taken advantage in 
the past when they fanned public mood with populist thoughts and military 
adventures. Was this not the same spirit that has so many of us to turn tail on 
our overseas places of work and residence like defeated dogs barking for more 
exclusionism? Maybe not. There are times when national spirit can and should 
be applauded. Indeed, the millions of beaming faces that formed the backdrop 
for this show of patriotic feeling are truly the bright side of national spirit.

On June 26 at 7:20 AM, just twenty-four hours after the match between 
Germany and South Korea, I was walking around Pennsylvania Station. Beside 
me I discovered a Hispanic coffee shop with two television receivers, each  
showing the pre-game events to Brazil's play-off with Turkey. It was a Hispanic 
channel, and one could see the expressions on children’s faces, as the players 
of both teams gathered together in anticipation of the big moment. One could 
also see the stadium and the national flag of each country. Hearing the national 
anthems of Brazil and Turkey praising the great territorial expanse of the first 
and the traditional competitive spirit of the second did not leave me with a bad 
impression.
Nevertheless, from 25 minutes past the hour until half past, Disney's network 
affiliate, ESPN, replaced the same coverage of national anthems with a 5-
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minute, pre-game, contiguous flow of commercials from "corporate co-sponsors 
bringing 45 minutes of uninterrupted soccer coverage". Whereas Disney 
apparently assumed that only the US anthem is of interest to USAmericans, the 
Hispanic channel graciously included in its immediate pre-game coverage 
glimpses of the Japanese Crown Prince and his wife Masako in their royal box.

Both inside and outside the coffee shop hurried commuters pressed in and 
around us. Among those that took a very serious interest in what was happening 
on the screen were only a Brazilian immigrant, another man, and myself, 
however. Everyone else seemed to pass with the same indifference that I had 
experienced just the day before. It was a funny feeling to be surrounded by an 
indifferent USAmerican public while listening to the Brazilian and Turkish 
national anthems broadcast by Hispanic media. In that moment I felt many 
aspects of nationalism all at once.  Among these feelings were neither 
aggression nor exclusionism.

With the world coverage it received, the furor of Korea's Red Devil supporters 
was easily the single biggest attraction of this year's soccer event. So important 
was this fervor that it was picked up by the US media and broadcast to the 
largest soccer-disinterested national public in the world. Covered were the 
3,000,000 viewers assembled before large outdoor viewing screens, the 
mobilization of 7,000,000 Korean sports fans, and the obvious, enormous 
pressure placed on referees by the excitement.

This high-level tension and Korea's forced retreat during the semi-finals did not 
give rise to major acts of violence, however. As Korea descended peacefully to 
the contest for third place, one could not help but be struck by the common 
sense and order that prevailed. During the dramatic victories against Holland, 
Italy, and Spain confetti filled the streets of those nation's principal urban 
centers, as well as the many Korean stadiums where the matches were played. 
After each and every game Korean citizens picked up the stadium trash dutifully 
and without complaint. When overexcited Korean men and youth threw plastic 
bottles, female supporters scolded themin Korean with the words "Stop! Behave 
yourself!" A self-flattering Korean news caption read "In the heat of battle rages 
a cold war". 

Against this backdrop of national fervor reigned a different sort of national 
sentiment, however. The US team was confronted with the hard feelings of 
South Koreans toward the Bush administration's intransigent stance toward North 
Korea and the continued presence of US troops on South Korean soil. 
Fortunately, as the games continued, the politics associated with each victory 
diminished. Looking at the Japanese webpages of the Donga Ilbo, a well-known 
Korean newspaper, one could read comments like: "Politicians are corrupt, but 
citizens' common sense carries the day", "In the past, dictatorial administrations 
have used sports as a means to fool the general public; this time the sound 
mind of a mature citizenry shows itself capable", and "This marks the end of an 
era of religious and regional political folly". Such viewpoints indicate a subtle 
mental balance worthy of our attention.

In contrast, the New York Times and others -- in a know-it-all fashion --  
portrayed Korea's outpour of enthusiasm as a display of anti-Japanese 
sentiment.  Were the cries of a "Great Korea" emanating from the Korean 
crowds not the beginning of a new "no anti-Japan' nationalism? Maintaining its 
hesitant, but forward moving step-by-step policy toward solving the problem of 
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unification, while seeking to keep the constant struggle among Japan, China, 
Russia, and the United States from turning the Korean peninsula into a 
geopolitical proxy war of equidistant positioning, the South Korean government 
surely has its hands full. In this light Korea's strong and healthy display of 
national self-esteem can only be viewed as a positive gesture toward 
maintaining Japanese and East Asian security.

So what about Japan? Japan's loss during World War II split the Japanese 
nation in two: those who sought never to forget Japan's humiliation, and those 
who saw it as the beginning of a new era of peace. From abroad Japan has 
often been condemned, while at home national feelings have been suppressed 
and the truth has been hidden. As a result our present and future relations with 
our closest neighbors have been weakened.

The solid blue seas that filled Japanese stadiums during this year's soccer 
tournament seemed an innocent way to put behind us this stale divide. Amidst 
this excitement who could default anyone for having supported his own team 
and thus set aside the bad feelings we have accumulated over past years. 
Should the Japanese team be slighted for having achieved targeted 
improvement over its performance in Doha eight years before and in Paris just 
four years ago? On the other hand, the media's over responsiveness and the 
occasional displays of anti-Korean sentiment make one wonder whether the 
continuous shouting of "Nippon, Nippon" was indeed a good thing. It is difficult 
to say.

The wound of defeat has yet to heal among Japan's national political leaders. 
Prime ministers, who count their number starting with ITO Hirofumi, Japan's first 
pre-war prime minister; the continuation of a post war constitution that many 
wish to replace with something more closely resembling the Meiji Constitution; 
and the absence of a direct successor to the Japanese throne all contribute to 
our inability to shed our pre-war past. It is, as if Japan were still a wounded Axis 
Power. Since this wound persists, should we not keep in mind post-war Japan as 
we draft our new constitution? Moreover, should we not exercise self-restraint 
when it comes to the deployment of overseas troops in our own self-defense?

If Japan's national leadership still feels wounded, what about the Japanese 
people? How do they feel? With regard to the "I don't know, I don't understand" 
attitude of many Japanese was there ever doubt about their national pride when 
it came to this year’s soccer games? As they shouted the words "Nippon! 
Nippon!" were they not thinking "We live in the 21st century now and share our 
enthusiasm for soccer with the world". Surely there was no feeling of yet to heal 
wounds. Should we have been disappointed that Korea's voice was larger than 
our own? Maybe. Maybe not. In any case, it was a strange feeling to have my 
own feelings of patriotism mixed with those of defensive, wounded politicians.

Just prior to the match with Russia, expressions like 'Japan-Russian War' were 
being tossed about in the mass media. Just what did Japan's national 
leadership have in mind with their cold stance against the vigor of the Korean 
team, anyway? One could see fleeting attempts to wed the defensive pride of 
Japan's national leadership with the genuine pride of the Japanese people. One 
cheer, one people: "Nippon! Nippon!"  Clearly the images of ecstatic citizens 
jumping into the Dotonbori River and those of Japan's wounded political 
leadership did not match. What an odd couple?
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Of course, no national government is free of incrimination. The US massacre of 
North American Indians and its world-wide military expansionism, England's 
colonial past and self-righteous defense of the United Kingdom, and China's 
Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution are all historical blemishes which the 
political leaders of these great nations seek to defend.  Even South Korea, who 
labels itself an 'innocent victim' of Japanese aggression, is guilty of post-WWII 
anticommunist terror and military atrocities.

When one thinks about the world in this way, Japan does not appear so unique. 
Then too, neither is Japan in much of a position to play the goat with regard to 
international diplomacy and national security. So, where is the dark side of 
"Nippon! Nippon!" in all of this? In the end, a just interpretation will depend on 
the level of maturity with which the Japanese general public and media portray 
themselves in their role as East Asian diplomats.

Shortly after Japan's victory over the Russian team riots broke out in Moscow 
and several people were either killed or injured. This tragic event was likely a 
direct side effect of the game. Trailing by one point with little time remaining 
the Russian team began shooting wildly. The worldwide coverage of this 
desperate suicidal behavior must have carried over to the Russian team's 
supporters in Moscow. Was not blaming this behavior on feelings of political 
alienation brought about by the Bush Administration a little over wrought?

With the US team having made it into the quarter-finals the USAmerican press 
finally became excited. Soon thereafter, special coverage of the events began; 
notwithstanding, the excitement only lasted a few days. It was so brief in fact 
that even coverage of Germany's defeat was cut short by the June 26th 
announcement that WorldCom had also fell victim to the same accounting 
scandal that has plagued the nation since the fall of Enron. Yes, the US is a 
latecomer to world soccer! Although the rumors surrounding the WorldCom 
scandal had already been splashing around for several months before the 
announcement, 3.8 billion dollars of cosmetic accounting is unprecedented, and 
we should all be thankful that markets are still confused about it.

As a Manhattan commuter I board the 6:30 AM train from Princeton Station on 
my way to work every morning. The train is always filled with people reading the 
Wall Street Journal on their way to Wall Street. On Thursday, the 27th, the 
atmosphere was decidedly different. The train no longer resembled a sleepy 
book salon, as everyone was talking, as if they knew each other. They must 
have all been domestic stock traders as the air was filled with complaint. "I can't 
believe it. Another ordinary company. Wherever you look, another ball of 
flames." And so it went, on and on.

A smartly dressed 40-year old woman wearing a dark blue suit was filling the ear 
of the man sitting next to her with a loud voice: "We start again at 8:00 this 
morning. Yesterday I put in over time attending meetings until who knows when. 
Still I am none the wiser for it. The market is down, and my boss hasn't a clue". 
Whether this or that, the Enron affair continues to drag on. Moreover, it is not 
likely to let up, until the government officials involved in it come clean. Those 
tainted by the affair extend all the way up to the office of the US Vice President. 
In the meantime the specter of distrust hanging over the nation's accounting 
system will likely lead to more misdirected blame and sacrificial lambs.

The difficulties faced by WorldCom, and before it the Tyco Corporation, are not 
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the same, however. What makes the Enron Affair so different is the degree and 
level of government involvement. Clearly the manipulation of accounting books 
took place in all three cases, but the collapse of Enron is politically smeared by 
White House energy policy. The nation's level of carbon dioxide emissions and 
California's electric power supply stand out in particular. In contrast, firms that 
over-invested during the high tech boom are being driven out by market 
discipline, and the problem will likely end that way.

The problems associated with maintaining foreign and domestic affiliates, 
scattering investments far and wide, and financial management styles that fail 
to hedge against impending risk are all too apparent. Surely, the dreams of a 
"new economy" awakened during the 90s IT boom have proven illusory. As a 
result the ideological power of capitalism and the pooling of large capital sums 
that formed the basis for the intended industrial transformation have been 
greatly weakened.

Indeed, news coverage of the recent opening of the G8 Summit in Kananaskis 
Canada was highlighted by demonstrators surrounding the summit's location 
singing chants against economic globalization. Borderless capital destroying the 
currencies of weak national economies, the abusive employment of cheap labor, 
and environmental destruction in developing countries, are just a few of 
globalization's more negative effects. Nevertheless, money is money - a neutral 
commodity; and economic prosperity and notions of economic costs and 
benefits with regard to social change are not entirely negative. Thus, we should 
be concerned about the possible failure of the US capitalist system to bring 
about the needed changes. Indeed, if things continue as they are, the 
initiatives for change in the international community are likely to become 
increasingly militant. This shift of attention from economic to political solutions 
is worthy of our attention.

Surrounding the confusion in the stock market are a large number of "a person 
like that..." scandals. Martha Stewart, the immensely popular US star of modern 
living, was recently accused of insider stock trading.

Needless to say, the USAmerican public is fed up! On June 26th the West 
Coast's Federal Court of Appeals declared the citing of the words "under God" in 
the Pledge of Allegiance in public schools unconstitutional and an infringement 
on individual religious freedom. Democratic congressional members, who pander 
to popular opinion, were outraged and responded to the decision with a flurry of 
opposition. Under such conditions the future effectiveness of the decision can be 
doubted. On the following day the US Supreme Court ruled that public outlays to 
private, parochial schools were constitutional. In the current post-911 social 
climate will the US judicial system, the so-called "guardian angel" of American 
democracy, be able perform its task? 

The spirit of America is confused and no longer resembles the simple cheer of 
"USA! USA!" that we heard during the recent past winter Olympic games. 
USAmerica's political elite continue to promote the War on Terror as if no one 
can trust anyone. Indeed, the Stars-and-Stripes of post-911 America have 
faded rapidly in the wind and with them the national spirit that they once 
represented. In the middle of this confusion America will celebrate its Day of 
Independence on July 4th. Perhaps amongst the accompanying firework 
displays and political confusion a new solution will be found. Is this not the true 
spirit of America?
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