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Occupation Literature: Tokyo in the American Imagination
Dougal McNeill, Victoria University of Wellington

The Centre for Asian and Pacific Studies
(CAPS) at Seikei University gave me the two
most precious of scholarly gifts: time to think and
space to write. I am most grateful to everyone
associated with the Centre for the warm welcome
and friendly hospitality I have enjoyed during
my stay. The Centre has been a wonderful,
collegial place in which to read and reflect on
the ways Tokyo has been textualized, imagined,
and brought to narrative life in Anglophone
literatures.

My project reads Tokyo in English-language
literature as an occupation city. This city has
a peculiar relationship with American culture,
standing in as a symbol of both the future itself
— all those towering skyscrapers and neon
lights in cyberpunk — and as a place where the
past is preserved and contained, a past evoked
by the familiar signifiers of ‘Japan-ness’ in
Edo-era samurai swords, kimono, and cherry
blossoms. Tokyo is both intimate and distant;
a place marked out as symbolizing Otherness
and, through the continuous American military
presence now for over seventy years, a familiar
and thoroughly Americanized space. I want
to explore how literature makes this space
imaginable in English. My concern, then, is
not so much with representations of Tokyo, as
if these can be checked against a ‘real’ city and
found successful or wanting by the critic, but
rather with how Tokyo has been textualized,
how it has been rendered in English-language
texts; how it has been evoked, described, made
thinkable and, indeed, able to be occupied by the
American mind.

The first part of my project involves reading
Tokyo in cyberpunk, the representative form of
those years of ‘Japan bashing’ during the trade
wars and dilemmas of the American 1980s.
Professor Endo reports elsewhere in this issue
on the most stimulating seminar CAPS held
with Professor Takayuki Tatsumi from Keio
University and Brian White from the University
of Chicago. I should like here to add my thanks

to Professor Endo and to Professor Kensuke
Takayasu for their generosity in bring together
such a lively event. Comments by CAPS staff
and the other participants during this exchange
led me to revise and develop some of my initial
arguments, and I am grateful to everyone who
attended and offered feedback.

Another part of my project will read Japanese-
American and Japanese-Canadian writers to
track their changing responses to, and evocations
of, Tokyo in changing North American cultural
contexts. One of the pleasures of Tokyo’s
unseasonably warm autumn last year was the
chance I had to read Japanese-American poetry
in Seikei’s beautiful grounds beneath red autumn
leaves.

That warm weather gave me the chance also to
practice what some, following the Situationists,
have called psychogeography. I am writing
a book about Tokyo, so wanted the chance to
learn Tokyo physically and by the senses —
smell, sight, hearing, touch — as well as through
literature. During my time here I have walked
the Yamanote Line and walked following the
Inokashira Line from Kichijoji to Shibuya.

I have accumulated many debts during this
trip thanks to the kindness of all my colleagues. I
wish in particular to thank Noriko Nagahashi for
her help with every aspect of my stay, Professor
Kensuke Takayasu for hosting me, and Professor
Fuhito Endo for his energetic and unflappable
encouragement of me in what has seemed, at
times, like an odd departure from my more
familiar Modernist territory. I hope to be able to

visit again, and to
further our Asia-
Pacific scholarly

connections.

KEFF xSRI T
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