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68 Years After: Novelist Murakami Haruki and the New East Asia

Norihiro KATO

Abstract

East Asia has entered a challenging phase. About three decades ago, the only so-called “developed” country in
the region was Japan, with the rest of East Asia lagging behind. In 2013, the situation is very different: it is no
longer Japan but China that maintains the second largest gross domestic product (GDP), just behind the US. Korea
has also undergone significant change and is now a developed country that has eroded market share from Japan.
These countries now have a relatively equal status economically and together have established an economic
sphere independent from the Euro-American markets. They are sustainable in, and now indispensable to, the
world economy: the nominal GDP of China, Korea, and Japan totals about $16 trillion, rivaling that of the US and
the EU, each of which totals about $17 trillion. For the first time in the 68 years since World War 11, East Asia has
reached a “converged” condition.

So why do international conflicts emerge in this region? Some of the causes reside precisely in this conver-
gence. In addition to the sudden power shift stemming from China’s emergence as an economic force, each
country’s domestic problems also have produced international tension in the region. The Senkaku/Diaoyu and
Takeshima/Dokdo conflicts, in particular, gave rise to xenophobia and anti-foreign outbursts. Interestingly, in
spite of these issues, the region also has spawned paradoxical social trends and subcultures, such as the Otaku
phenomenon, the “Korean boom” and an affinity for high culture, represented specifically in the work of Haruki
Murakami.

What is the significance of Murakami as a common East Asian affinity of “high-culture-ness™? What clues
towards resolving the difficult East Asian conditions are embedded in this affinity? When Murakami made an
appeal against the Senkaku/Diaoyu conflict in 2012, Chinese novelist Yan Lianke responded promptly in the arti-
cle “Words to Soothe the Asia ‘s Tensions”. Beginning with this dialogue, and through a discussion of Murakami’s
writing on China, this paper considers Murakami’s position on the relationship between China and Japan.
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