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a “fl amboyant” state—i.e., one that by the end of the early modern period 

was characterized by a divergence between its (low) capability and (high) 

nominal authority.4

For Wilson, the story of Tokugawa maritime defense is the history of 

the “undoing” (p. 3) of the political equilibrium between the shogunate and 

the domains; but this was a very long process, and it was mirrored in many 

areas of political life, as in the Tenpō reforms, in which the domains were 

much more creative in terms of policy and achieved far greater success. 

Writing in 1980, Conrad Totman argued that “the [Tokugawa] regime fell 

because the imperialist intrusion of the mid-nineteenth century presented it 

with a set of political tasks that it could handle neither then nor at any time 

in its past.”5 In sync, Noell Wilson, in 2015, writes that although the sho-

gunate permitted “semiprivate initiatives [related to coastal defense] with 

the understanding that they would be used to secure the Tokugawa realm, 

the domains that experienced greatest success with them ultimately decided 

that Tokugawa hegemony was not worth protecting” (p. 16). Noell Wilson 

has presented us with a splendid study—chock full of great material that 

will fi nd its way into many undergraduate lectures—that demonstrates the 

increasingly signifi cant role the domains played in coastal defense. In doing 

so, she has done the fi eld a great service, particularly in shifting our analytic 

lens to the heretofore little studied region of maritime space.

The Chaos and Cosmos of Kurosawa Tokiko: One Woman’s Transit from 
Tokugawa to Meiji Japan. By Laura Nenzi. University of Hawai‘i Press, 

Honolulu, 2015. x, 263 pages. $48.00.

Reviewed by
Federico Marcon

Princeton University

Whose history do I, as historian, write? Or, to paraphrase Lenin’s famous 

motto, the history of who doing what to whom else for whose sake do I 

write about? These questions point straight to the theoretical tension behind 

Laura Nenzi’s charming biography of Kurosawa Tokiko, an extraordinary 

woman whose long life (1806–90) accompanied some of the most radical 

4. Philip C. Brown, Central Authority and Local Autonomy in the Formation of Early 
Modern Japan: The Case of Kaga Domain (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 1993), 

pp. 230–33.

5. Conrad Totman, The Collapse of the Tokugawa Bakufu, 1862–1868 (Honolulu: Uni-

versity of Hawai‘i Press, 1980), p. xiii.
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transformations in Japanese history. Such questioning becomes all the more 

relevant as Nenzi conceives of her study as a “history writ large through 

the eyes of an unimportant person who did not change its course” (p. 6). 

From its opening pages, the book swears allegiance to “microhistory” and 

to research that focuses on “undistinguished” stories of “unsophisticated” 

lives in “banal” places (as in Giovanni Levi’s study of Giovanni Battista 

Chiesa, or Carlo Ginzburg’s Menocchio). These microhistories, obsessed 

with “cosmic irrelevance,” zoom in on the subtleties of seemingly insignifi -

cant details (ibid.). And what is (ostensibly) more irrelevant than a peasant 

woman, caught in the turmoil of revolutionary events dominated by male 

samurai and who intends to contribute to restore power to a male heavenly 

sovereign? What could such a meticulous study of a forgettable woman con-

tribute to our understanding of a major turning point in Japanese history 

such as 1868, when many outstanding studies on the lives of “great his-

torical fi gures” like Yoshida Shōin, Sakamoto Ryōma, and Saigō Takamori 

already exist? Besides, has not Anne Walthall already given us an account 

of a loyalist woman in her splendid biography of Matsuo Taseko?

Nenzi is aware of these objections, and her preemptive answer is perfect: 

“I challenge the notion that the study of any one given individual is mean-

ingful only insofar as such person is representative of a collective trend” 

(p. 3). Not only is Tokiko’s exceptional life hardly exemplary of her social 

class, gender, or the dominant mentalités of nineteenth-century Japan, but, 

I would claim with Nenzi, no human life can be reduced to be exemplar or 

representative of anything else—a trend, a Weltanschauung, History with a 

capital “H,” Geist, etc.—under which it could be subsumed, without depriv-

ing it of its own historicity and particularity. In other words, we should not 

read of Kurosawa Tokiko in search of the secret history of Japanese revolu-

tionary modernization; we should not read of her rich life to understand the 

condition of women in general in late Tokugawa and early Meiji Japan; we 

should not expect to fi nd here the last word on the vexed issue of “change” 

versus “continuity” to explain the Meiji Restoration; we should not hope to 

fi nd in her life the relic of a mystifying realm of “tradition” or “authentic-

ity” of an “abiding folk” (Yanagita Kunio’s jōmin); nor should we take her 

life at the margins of “history writ large” as the example of commoners’ 

passivity to big events—even though this beautifully crafted manuscript 

might offer suggestions to the reader who nourishes these sorts of question. 

Rather, Nenzi’s book reconstructs how an intelligent and perceptive woman 

experienced and recorded her own understanding of the chaotic events of 

her lifetime. In truth, Nenzi could have been less restrained and pushed 

her argument in more radical directions. Tokiko’s life is not simply like the 

fl ight of a humble sparrow through the big events of history (“history writ 

large” or “big history” in Nenzi’s language)—Nenzi adopts the recurring 

allegory of the sparrow from Marguerite Yourcenar’s Le temps, ce grand 
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sculpteur (Gallimard, 1983). History itself is the unending process of recol-

lection and reconstruction of all past experiences, not merely those of “great 

historical men,” and “big events” are not a fi xed stage before which the lives 

of commoners unfold, but what later generations encode as big events are 

themselves the total sums of individuals’ actions.

Kurosawa Tokiko was far from ordinary. She was born in the village of 

Koya (Suzugoya) in Mito domain, ruled by a collateral branch of the Toku-

gawa family. Her father was a Shugendō priest who left her when she was 

two. Her mother was the daughter of the local school teacher, who raised 

and educated her as a father would. Even in the context of the comparatively 

high literacy rate of early modern Japan, Tokiko received a superior educa-

tion. It showed in her constant striving for independence: she worked as a 

traveling peddler and then village teacher; she was poet, political activist, 

Shugendō practitioner, healer, fortune teller, and religious leader. She was a 

“woman of high purpose” in all senses: like shishi from Hizen, Chōshū, and 

Satsuma, she contributed to the struggle to return the legitimate rule of the 

country to the emperor. She shared with them the political language of “na-

tional essence” (kokutai), “expelling the barbarians” ( jōi), and “revering the 

emperor” (sonnō) that Mito scholars had created well before anti-Tokugawa 

activism exploded in the 1850s. But Nenzi presents the portrait of a woman 

of high purposes who always sought, with great intensity and determina-

tion, to get in control of her life and to play an inspiring role in the lives of 

her fellow villagers and comrades.

Tokiko’s political activism shared the concerns of contemporary loyal-

ists and was awakened, as in many of them, during the catastrophic fi fth 

year of the Ansei period (1858), the year of the unequal treaties that tairō 

Ii Naosuke signed with Western empires on behalf of the shogun; the year 

of the deadly Hietsu earthquake that shook the central regions of Honshu 

island; and the year when a shiny comet cut through the skies of Japan, an 

omen that Tokiko, the shamaness, interpreted as a call to action.1 She trav-

eled to Kyoto to denounce to the emperor the shogunal decision to give in 

to the requests of the invading barbarians. Like Yoshida Shōin and other 

xenophobic loyalists, she was imprisoned and, like Shōin, she memorialized 

her experience in a diary punctuated by poems:

Kimi ga tame
kokoro wa chijini
kudakake no
toya no sumai mo
itowazarikeri

1. Laura Nenzi, “Caught in the Spotlight: The 1858 Comet and Late Tokugawa Japan,” 

Japan Forum, Vol. 23, No. 1 (2011), pp. 1–23.
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I have long / agonized / for my lord, and for him / I did not mind / living 

in a cage. (p. 83)

And yet, after the turmoil of the civil war of 1868, Tokiko returned to the 

margin of her life in the mountains:

Ukime mishi
ukiyo no soto ni
hanatareshi
mi wa yamazumi no
kikakure no io
I went through hard times / and was tossed out / of the fl oating world / to a 

mountain dwelling / hidden amidst the trees. (p. 128)

Expressions like “life at the margins” hardly do justice to Tokiko’s en-

ergy and wide range of activities. She took part in a vast and rich exchange 

of letters and visits with poets and intellectuals of various provinces. She 

produced thousands of poems, which captured in a few expressive brush-

strokes her experiences of the events she witnessed and suffered. But most 

important of all, she spent her life exercising her abilities to understand the 

uncanny language through which the kami communicated with humans. 

She practiced various forms of divination and trained in the ascetic prac-

tices of yamabushi. She interpreted natural and supernatural portents as 

divine signs that inspired actions and judgments. The spiritual cosmology 

that populated Tokiko’s poems, diaries, prophecies, and short treatises is 

the syncretic cosmos of a Shugendō practitioner who mixed Shintō world-

views and Buddhist ascetic practices. But the beliefs Tokiko shared with 

many other scholars and political activists of the period were also deeply 

infl uenced by the nativist doctrines of Motoori Norinaga, Hirata Atsutane, 

Tachibana Moribe, and others. In the words of Tokiko’s contemporary No-

mura Bōtō:

Samazamani
shina wa kawaredo
mina hito no
yamatogokoro wa
hitotsu naramashi
They all differ greatly / in quality, / but isn’t / each person’s Japanese soul / 

one and the same? (p. 129)

The view that each person’s Japanese soul lived in a world regulated by the 

impersonal forces of the kami was also shared by other nativist scholars and 

political activists in late Tokugawa Japan. This soul was her yamato-gokoro, 
the Japanese mind that Motoori Norinaga speculated to be “genetically” 

(umaretsukitaru mama) endowed with the capacity to sympathetically con-
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nect with all things in the cosmos (mono no aware). It was in this nativist 

milieu that Tokiko, Matsuo Taseko, Nomura Bōtō, and other female voices 

started to acquire unprecedented notoriety in the history of ideas.

Hence, to return to the question that opened this review, why should 

we care about Kurosawa Tokiko? Laura Nenzi is a meticulous historian. 

She has painstakingly explored the rich archive that Tokiko left after her 

death in 1890, the year Japan held its fi rst elections, the year the Meiji con-

stitution became operative, and the year the Imperial Rescript on Educa-

tion was promulgated, with its emphasis on kokutai. Nenzi has sensitively 

translated many of the poems Tokiko composed. The fi rst two parts of her 

elegant book tell the life of Kurosawa Tokiko—poet, teacher, activist, and 

shamaness—against the background of “big history.” The third part recon-

structs the marginalization of Tokiko—her erasure from the institutionally 

sanctioned narratives and encyclopedias of Japanese modernization—and 

the construction of a local memory of Tokiko in the twentieth century. This 

constructed memory was “local” in a geographical sense and also “local” 

(in the sense of marginal) in a sociological sense, as her name is mentioned 

only in sources specifi cally devoted to women’s history. Thus, Nenzi’s book 

is worth reading as an example of excellent historical craftsmanship. But I 

believe there is another good reason for reading the life of this forgettable 

historical fi gure who did not contribute to change history and was not rep-

resentative of anything or anybody. Nenzi takes sides with “microhistory” 

and its poetic of the detailed, the marginal, and the unimportant.

In the third thesis of his enigmatic “On the Concept of History,” Walter 

Benjamin wrote:

The chronicler who narrates events without distinguishing between major 

and minor ones acts in accord with the following truth: nothing that has 

ever happened should be regarded as lost to history. Of course, only a 

 redeemed mankind is granted the fullness of its past—which is to say, only 

for a redeemed mankind has its past become citable in all its moments. 

Each moment it has lived becomes a citation à l’ordre du jour.2

The historian, for Benjamin, is endowed with “weak messianic power” to 

bring back to life what has been lost in the articulation of the past into 

history3; to bring back what it could have been and was not, or what was 

defeated and erased. The unrealizable utopia of a redeemed historiography, 

for Benjamin, is one that remembers what was. “Nothing that has ever hap-

pened should be regarded as lost to history”: the victorious and the defeated, 

2. Walter Benjamin, “On the Concept of History,” in Selected Writings, Vol. 4: 1938–40, 
ed. Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 

2003), p. 390.

3. Ibid. Emphasis in the original.

J7142-43-1.indb   Sec5:166J7142-43-1.indb   Sec5:166 1/11/17   7:14:23 AM1/11/17   7:14:23 AM

Job Name: 605211_JJS_Winter2017 PDF Page: JJS_Winter2017.p177.pdf
Process Plan: LPA_SoftProof_MultiPageDate: 17-01-16 Time: 10:59:20

Soft Proof



 Review Section 167

the successes and the failures, all suppressed attempts at emancipation and 

the piles of debris that “grow toward the sky,” the “great historical fi gures” 

as well as the humble multitudes they crushed. A redeemed history “call[s] 

into question every victory, past and present, of the rulers.”4 Clearly the 

story of Kurosawa Tokiko can hardly be understood as a tale of history’s 

losers, since her ideas of national identity, kokutai, communion with the dei-

ties, and so forth lived on to their most tragic consequences in the construc-

tion of the Japanese empire in the Pacifi c. If Tokiko was (almost) forgotten 

to history, her life-world lived on in the nationalist discourses of modern-

izing Japan. Still, microhistorical research by scholars such as Nenzi—our 

“chronicler who narrates events without distinguishing between major and 

minor ones” and who so sensibly and accurately recreates life at the margins 

of “big history”—has in itself the potential to bring back to life the past and 

all the promises that are not yet realized.

I strongly recommend this book at the margins of big history.

Empires on the Waterfront: Japan’s Ports and Power, 1868–1899. By Cath-

erine L. Phipps. Harvard University Asia Center, Cambridge MA, 2015. 

xvi, 292 pages. $39.95.

Reviewed by
Eric C. Han

College of William and Mary

In this pathbreaking work, Catherine Phipps proposes a novel framework 

for understanding Japan’s globalization at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Empires on the Waterfront argues that even before Japan recovered its ter-

ritorial sovereignty in 1899, Japanese engaged in signifi cant international 

trade outside of the treaty ports of Hakodate, Kobe, Nagasaki, Niigata, and 

Yokohama and the open cities of Osaka and Tokyo. The book examines 

the opening of 22 “special” ports before 1899, with particular attention 

to the Kyushu port of Moji and its integration with the nearby coalfi elds 

of Chikuhō. Phipps demonstrates that these ports facilitated the creation 

of production and export infrastructures linking Japan with other sites in 

“transmarine Asia” and that they were an integral, and heretofore ignored, 

factor in Japan’s rapid emergence “from semicolony to formal empire” at 

the end of the Meiji period (p. 24).

Empires on the Waterfront is essential reading for any specialist on 

4. Ibid.
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