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% 1% Keynote Speech

Japan, Doing History from the Outside, and the

Academic Disciplines

Laura Hein (Northwestern University)

Japan has long been the obvious test case regarding modernity. It has been imperialist,
fascist, capitalist, and democratic, and offers a high standard of living to its inhabitants
but is not Western. Without Japan, “theory” is all too often an abstract generalization
based on descriptions of places in the United States and Western Europe that are already
similar. 1 say this, knowing that social scientists sometimes think that historians reject
theory but this is incorrect. Rather, historical analysis requires that its practitioners keep
an open mind as to what category of thing will matter the most, which is why we are
wary of starting with an abstraction about society. If you already think social class is
the most important issue, then that is what you look for, but good History methodology
Insists that we should always look in three dimensions. And the wisdom of doing so is
reinforced by our personal life-experiences. Human beings are wildly ambivalent and
inconsistent, as—if we are being honest with ourselves—we know intimately. So why
does so much of our social theory vainly insist otherwise? Finally, | argue that we need

both ambassadors from and interpreters of any people-related object of study. In fact,

the concept of education itself requires us to equally value both modes of conveying

knowledge.
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