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Under the Spell of “The Chrysanthemum and the Sword”

- How Can a National Image Be Created?
Masao Sugiyama

65 years after the Second World War, Ruth Benedict’'s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword is still
regarded as one of standard works of Japanese studies. Generally speaking, such studies of national
culture offered clear images of a certain nation, which creates, however, a stereotyped and fixed view of
the people in question based on the assumption that a group of people in a certain area have an invariant
homogeneity and would never change. The biggest problem of this kind of study is that it can reflect
neither historical change nor the class-based structural complexity of the society. Rather, what we can
observe here is the ideological desire to draw more distinct boundaries between groups of different
people instead of making possible better mutual understanding.

In this essay, I try to make clear how this kind of discourses created cultural differences by creating
dichotomy between one’s own culture and the Other. In her essay Ruth Benedict tried to describe
cultural differences by comparing Japanese with Americans; however, the more she tried to clarify the
characteristics of Japanese culture, the more she had to emphasize cultural differences between the two
cultures, which resulted in making the two cultures into polar opposites, the irrational and the rational,

reflecting their positions as the dominated and the dominating after the end of the War.



