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Haruki Murakami and the East Asian Cultural Sphere:
What does a cross-border phenomenon mean?

Takumasa SENNO

r Abstract \

Given increasing historical and territorial confrontations between China, Korea, and Japan in recent years, it
seems the Asian region is beset with conflict. However, an examination of youth culture reveals a completely dif-
ferent view. For example, the contemporary Japanese author Haruki Murakami has a large number of fans across
Japan, China, Korea, and other East Asian countries. Furthermore, even more young people participate in anime,
manga, Light novels, cosplay, and other elements of subculture including the Dajin ecosphere, and this has
matured into a cross-border cultural phenomenon across East Asia.

East Asian fans read Murakami’s works in translation. Even though the Chinese translations are very different
in mainland China and Taiwan, the reason why young people are attracted to his work remains constant. They
sympathize with the sense of isolation and emptiness Murakami creates in his stories and appreciate the sense of
healing and relief his works display. They also exchange ideas about Murakami’s works and it gives them most
enjoyment. This phenomenon is common among all subcultures.

This interactive mode of literature and reading is relatively new. Literature and other forms of modern and cul-
ture spawned in the 19th century morphed into mass culture through 20th century, and all the while consumers of
culture products were largely passive. However, in the late 20th Century, literature and related cultural products
became interactive between creators, producers, and consumers of culture, and between consumers as interactive
peers. The immersion of contemporary youth in Haruki Murakami’s works and other interactive subcultures
therefore signifies a change in the process of cultural exchange across Asia.

The geopolitical tensions between Japan, China, and Korea makes it difficult for governments and mass media
to find a means of reconciliation or common ground. However, the proliferation of cross-border interactive tech-
nologies and content means that citizens of these countries are not confined to regional mindsets. They should be
able to transcend borders and unite in a common purpose. For the young, at least in Haruki Murakami literature
and subculture, this process has already begun.
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