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Session 173: Japanese-European Intellectual and Artistic Representations of 
Nuclearity. Human Transformation, Thought Control, Atomic Landscapes 
  
While a global cultural history of the nuclear is still missing, the Japanese-European axis of a 
nuclear modernity would certainly be a central part of it. The experience of the atomic bomb 
built the basis for a new philosophical debate on human existence both in Japan and 
Germany that also characterized art and literature in the postwar decades. When “3.11” 
happened, Japanese as well as German writers and artists reacted almost immediately to the 
so called trifold catastrophe, often referring to the heritage of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Post-
Fukushima art relies on postwar questions of life in the Nuclear State (Jungk) and in the state 
of nuclearity. The Nuclear State clearly shows totalitarian tendencies, exerts control over its 
subjects, forces them into denial of their personal identities and finally into silence. Living in 
nuclearity means that the nuclear danger challenges human bios to adapt to a toxic 
environment – facing the threat of death or deformation.  Authors / artists such as Yôko 
Tawada, Tsushima Yûko, Doris Dörrie, Elfriede Jelinek, Sion Sono and Henmi Yô create 
models to reflect on the various aspects of a post 3.11-world such as the decay of democracy, 
right wing pedagogies, media manipulation, nuclear precarity, psychological crisis 
management, subversion and resistance, or possibilities of a new conviviality in a nuclear 
future. 
  
  
Chantal Bertalanffy: The Relationless Society and Fukushima’s Trauma: Doris Dörrie’s 
Fukushima Mon Amour and Sion Sono’s Himizu  

Six months after The Great East Japan Earthquake and Tsunami as well as the subsequent 
nuclear accident on 11 March 2011, narrative films began to merge “real” events with 
fictional stories. Although ethical questions surrounding the consumption of “3.11”’s tragedy 
in the form of films can and should be raised, this paper argues that recent Japanese cinema 
is an artistic intervention towards the government’s dominant narrative of a collective 
national trauma. Especially in comparison to Germany’s decision to phase out nuclear 
energy following Fukushima, this paper will illustrate how Japan’s maintenance of its nuclear 
policy has undermined particular democratic practices and created new precarities. Post-
disaster Japanese cinema, therefore, not only challenges the Nuclear State and living in 
nuclearity, it also highlights what Anne Allison (2013) describes as Japan’s  muen-shakai 
(relationless society) as the actual cause for individual trauma.  

In Doris Dörrie’s Fukushima Mon Amour (2016), protagonist Marie travels from Germany 
to Japan after having had a traumatic experience. Apart from the fact that Dörrie’s film is set 
in the disaster area in Fukushima prefecture, the parallel between a German film’s depiction 
of individual trauma and many recent Japanese films opens up the question if 
‘relationlessness’ is not only a Japanese phenomenon but can be linked to a German and/or 
more global context. A comparison between Himizu (Sion Sono, 2011) and Fukushima Mon 
Amour will explore how the fear of nuclear energy could thematically be linked to muen-
shakai and the consequential precariousness. 



Christian Chappelow: The language of nuclear obedience in Japan: Henmi Yô’s   
literary pensées on "Fukushima" between intellectuality and artistic self-presentation 

The work of author and journalist Henmi Yô 辺見庸 (*1944) can be read as an anachronistic 
antithesis to Japanese literature in the  Heisei-Era (1989-2019): Heavily influenced by his 
travels in Europe and Asia as a journalist as well as the philosophy and cultural critique  of 
Adorno, Kant  and others, Henmi’s literature seemingly follows in the  footsteps of 
modernist bourgeoise intellectuality in a time when mass  media, commercialism and 
political apathy came to the forefront of established literary scene. After returning to Japan 
and winning the Akutagawa price in 1991, Henmi begins to construct his own critique of 
post-war Japan, focusing on topics like the death sentence, the language of state media and 
the Koizumi administrations  support for the Iraq War. 

Living in Ishinomaki (Miyagi Prefecture), Henmi witnessed the destruction of his 
hometown in March 2011 and the nuclear catastrophe that soon followed. "Fukushima" thus 
comes to be both pinnacle and tipping point in his late work, with his cultural critique of 
nuclear energy in postwar Japan a catalyst for his intellectually constructed vision of 
Japanese society quietly slipping back into neo fascist obedience. This paper aims to discuss 
how his literary pensées on  3.11, radical in both language and ideas, should be assessed in 
line of both literary intellectualism as well as an artistic self-presentation of Henmi as the 
perpetual oppositionist Heisei-Era literature. 
 
  
Lisette Gebhardt: Transformations of youth in post-apocalyptic futures: Two poetico-
political blueprints by Tsushima Yûko and Tawada Yôko  

Mainstream post-Fukushima literature perpetuates the routines of the Japanese cultural life 
within a mass-mediated reality. A large part of the publishing scene follows the agenda of 
appeasement and “healing” (iyashi). However, there also were a few representatives of a 
literary community that still clings to the values of Japanese postwar democracy. They state 
their opinions frankly, or show aspects of an unwanted reality in their fictional 
representation of 3.11. To mention are the late renowned writer Tsushima Yûko津島 佑
子 (1947-2016), Kirino Natsuo, Yoshimura Man’ichi and Tawada Yôko. In fact, their works 
suggest that Japanese “post-disaster literature” (shinsaigo bungaku) has made a 
contribution to today’s world literature in the direction of what was formally known as 
“political literature”.  

In Hangenki wo iwatte (2016), Tsushima refers to the German “Hitler Jugend” when she 
characterizes a dystopian totalitarian Japanese society in the near future, where the youth 
has undergone a mental transformation. Tawada’s protagonist in Kentôshi (2014), Yoshiro, 
once a friend of the German woman Hildegard, takes care of his grandson Mumei who 
represents a younger generation in post-apocalyptic Japan that already has mutated genes. 
While Tsushima describes totalitarian pedagogy in order to expose anti-democratic and 
inhuman structures under nuclear regimes, Tawada thinks of totally new forms of existence 
and of a challenging conviviality with the nuclear.  
  
  
 
 
  
 


