
 
 
 

REPERCUSSIONS OF THE DARK VALLEY – REENACTING AND 
REINTERPRETING AN ERA VIA FANTASY MANGA 

 
 

by 
 
 

Barbara Greene 
 
 

__________________________ 
Copyright © Barbara Greene 2017 

 
 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 
 
 

DEPARTMENT OF EAST ASIAN STUDIES 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
 

For the Degree of 
 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 
 

In the Graduate College 
 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 
 
 
 

2017 
!



! 2!

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 
 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 
prepared by Barbara Greene, titled Repercussions of the Dark Valley – Reenacting and 
Reinterpreting an Era via Fantasy Manga and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the 
dissertation requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: (4/21/2017) 

James Gabriel    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: (4/21/2017) 

Noel Pinnington    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: (4/21/2017) 

Nathaniel Smith    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: (4/21/2017) 

Qing Mcfatter    
       
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission 
of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend 
that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: (4/21/2017) 
Dissertation Director:  James Gabriel    
 



! 3!

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 
This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an 

advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 
made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 
 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 
that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made.  Requests for permission for extended 
quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head 
of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her judgment the 
proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship.  In all other instances, however, 
permission must be obtained from the author. 
 
 
 

SIGNED: Barbara Greene 
  



! 4!

Dedication 
 

I would like to dedicate this work to Dr. Brian McVeigh for his invaluable support and guidance. 
  



! 5!

 
Table of Contents 

 
Abstract 

6 
 

Chapter One – Echoes of the Dark Valley 
7 
 

Chapter Two – War and Military as Salvation 
69 

 
Chapter Three – Conspiracy 

110 
 

Chapter Four – The Beginning and the End of the Dark Valley 
147 

 
Chapter Five – A Genealogy of Monsters 

201 
 

Chapter Six – Repercussions of the Dark Valley 
306 

 
Bibliography 

330 
  



! 6!

Abstract 
 

The Dark Valley Period and its resultant Asia Pacific War remains an open question in 

Japan; this era is consistently revisited in both public debates over textbooks and state apology as 

well as in popular culture and literature. The discussion of the Dark 

Valley Period and the conflicts it generated also exists within manga, a widely consumed media, 

and has shifted genres multiple times in the decades following the Japanese surrender. Some 

genres, such as early senki-mono, portrayed the war as a heroic, although ultimately futile, action 

undertaken by self-sacrificing youth. Semiautobiographical works, such as those created by the 

late manga artist Mizuki Shigeru, countered this narrative by showing the war as brutal, 

senseless, and useless. Often, the popularity or decline of a genre skewed closely to the general 

attitude concerning the wartime period. 

Due to its wide-scale consumption by youth, manga has the potential to both represent 

and forward shifts in public perception. Additionally, historical revisionists and anti-Article 9 

proponents have shifted their discourse into manga in order to appeal to and influence a younger 

audience. This strategy is further strengthened by previous genre works, such as the Space 

Battleship Yamato series, which reframed the Dark Valley Period and the Asia Pacific War in a 

positive light indirectly through their narrative. This dissertation posits that the discussion has 

recently shifted into shōnen/seinen fantasy manga and that this discussion reflects a level of 

sympathy with revisionist historians that would normally cause a public backlash against the 

series in question if this sympathy was not masked by genre. 
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Chapter One 

Echoes of the Dark Valley 

Introduction 

 History is written and perceived through a number of different lenses based on inherent 

biases, sympathies, and point of origin of the perceiving agent. Collective memory and shared 

traumas are not only transmitted through the direct retelling of experience from one generation to 

another, or through the pages of a history book, but also through popular media, such as 

newspapers, social media, magazines, television documentaries and programs, to name a few. 

Dramatic retellings of events can color or distort the opinions and assumptions of the viewers 

much more than the primary documents concerning the event themselves. These events coalesce 

to form the foundation of nations, by defining its history as well as collectively defining and 

shaping its identity. The very malleable nature of memories allows them to be reshaped 

according to contemporary needs and evolving perspectives. However, the medium of narrative 

itself can also alter the conveyed meanings in several fundamental ways. 

 Most narratives, particularly those aimed at a young and impressionable audience, are 

simplified into tales of good and evil with a definitive story-arc. When combined with collective 

memory, this can reduce complex and intertwined events into digestible, cogent, and entertaining 

stories. Major historical events can thereby be transmitted ad infinitum as an inter-generational 

game of Chinese Whispers. This is a global phenomenon, and can be seen in any number of 

societies that possess mass media, mass communication, and mass education. Mass education 

allows for the creation of semi-official historiography, which is used to define collective memory 

and identity. These narratives tend to be laudatory and slow to change. Mass media and mass 
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communication allows for a marketplace of historical narratives to flourish. These can be similar 

in theme and tone to the semi-official narratives found in textbooks, or differ drastically. In this 

regard, the author’s Master’s thesis examined the differences in narrative and themes in fiction 

based on the American Civil War.  

Counter-factual fiction, which is consumed primarily by an audience that is thought to 

already possess a familiarity with essential facts of the historical events in question, often proves 

to be more historically accurate than works for a broader audience. During the late 19th and 20th 

centuries, popular media, in the form of books and films about the Civil War that were intended 

for a broad audience, often underplayed the centrality of slavery as a cause for Southern 

secession, due to the influence of racism on the popular imagination and the perceived need for 

national unity regardless of the cost to the formerly enslaved people. This was a counter-

narrative, whose popularity in the decades following the Civil War pushed the original semi-

official narrative out of the popular imagination. Confederates were rebranded as having a noble, 

yet doomed, cause and a genteel culture that completely masked the inherent brutality of a slave-

based economy.1 These popular cultural products not only reflected existing popular biases, but 

also altered the perceptions and implicit understandings of their readers. Although the American 

Civil War is over a century in the past, it still has a considerable impact on American cultural 

identity. Similar phenomenon has been observed in Germany, as seen in the work of Welzer,2 but 

also in Japan. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Greene 2010. 
2 Welzer 2002 
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 Similar to the American Civil War, the relatively recent cataclysm of the Dark Valley3 

Period, beginning with the global economic depression of the late 1920’s and ending with the 

surrender of Japan in 1945, also casts a shadow and influence over the popular imagination of 

Japan.4 Mass media and popular culture in both postwar Japan and post-Civil War United States 

transmitted specific narratives concerning recent history to an audience seeking catharsis after 

trauma. As discussed further in Chapter Six, these narratives were derived from a collective 

psychology attempting to reconfigure loss into something more palatable, which later served as 

the foundation of collective memory. Collective memory and its place in the individual’s 

imagination is largely subconscious in nature5 and taking a clear position on an issue is like 

performing a magic trick after explaining it to one’s audience: it loses its appeal and influence on 

the viewers. Consequently, Bukh, in his study of Japanese college students, found that overtly 

jingoistic revisionist manga series had little effect on the opinions of its young readers. Rather, 

they approached the text critically and relied on their own preconceptions to judge it.6 Most of 

these students were armed with the perceptional tools of postwar Japanese fiction that looked 

askance at the action of the Imperial Japanese forces and state. Semi-official narratives, such as 

Victim’s History, Mondai Ishiki, and the idea of Japan as a peaceful nation, however, remain 

under constant critique and discussion. 

An ongoing sense of deviancy from the militarized international norm feeds into a larger 

sense of victimization. If Japan is forced into an untenable international security situation in the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The Dark Valley describes the period in Japanese history ranging from the start of the Great Depression in 1928 to 
the end of the Second World War in 1945. This period is defined by an increase in militarization within Japan and 
its aggressive expansion into territories overseas. Censorship, surveillance, and hardship all grew and impacted the 
daily lives of everyday persons. 
4 Lebow 2008, 25-41. 
5 Repina 2010, 16 
6 Bukh 2012, 623-638. 
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postwar period, threatened by the growing might of China and the hostility of North Korea while 

possessing no offensive capabilities, then how does this bode for the war and pre-war periods? 

This begs the question: are those who are on the receiving end of historical memory meant to 

interpret the stories they hear with a sense of skepticism? This situation of enforced passivity and 

reactionary position is exacerbated by an unease concerning persons in positions of authority that 

has existed in Japan since the postwar period. This not only affects the perception of authorities, 

but also is a re-occurring motif in fiction. The notion that conspiracy and deception lie at the 

heart of the state is a theme that enhances tension that is very useful at creating a sense of 

narrative drive in literature and media; however, this paranoia does influence individual’s 

perception of reality.7 This sense of powerlessness and national impotency is a widespread 

phenomenon. Some have hypothesized that this perceived powerlessness is a means of 

maintaining social cohesion in periods of high stress by diminishing negative emotions 

concerning situations that appear to be beyond one’s control.8 

 Why do history textbooks remain a thorn in the sides of right-wing groups? Considering 

the growing military and economic power of Japan’s close rival, China, and the constant saber-

rattling of North Korea, why were so many chagrined at Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo’s 

decision to loosen the restraints on Japan’s Self-Defense Force? Considering the revelations of 

atrocities in China, how do so many sympathetic military officer characters make it into popular 

media, such as movies and television series, while repulsive ones thrive in literature? It may not 

be the texts that explicitly revolve around the Dark Valley that reflect most closely the popular 

perception of the period, but rather those that deal with the era subtextually. When texts, from 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 Bilewicz et al 2015 
8 Hashimoto 2015, 27 
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established series such as Space Battleship Yamato,9 to Neon Genesis Evangelion,10 to the much 

more recent Attack on Titan, that rely on these coded aspects of the period, such as economic 

depression, young officer’s coups as well as expansionism, war, and class antagonisms are 

examined, a clear element of sympathy with the radical military movements of the period is seen. 

It may be that there is a romantic association between the notion of a renegade officer and the 

simplicity of government by fiat that appeals to young readers who are insulated from its harsh 

realities. It could also be a means of exorcising collective trauma by legitimizing a more 

palatable rendition of the period in place of the old.  

 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to determine whether reoccurring tropes and motifs in 

Japanese popular culture are sublimations of seemingly unrelated social and political issues. As 

discussed below in relation to the popular series Attack on Titan ( ), several 

contemporary series have come under criticism for their allegedly pro-militarist themes. For 

example, the zombie-horror manga series, Highschool of the Dead, was disparaged for the 

series’ fetishization of weaponry, favorable portrayal of ultranationalists, and for brutally killing 

characters of Korean descent.11 In 2014, the Abe government also revised the limitations placed 

of the Self-Defense Forces, potentially allowing for Japanese troops to engage more actively in 

overseas conflicts. Potential attacks from North Korea or the People’s Republic of China have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Matsumoto 1974-1975. 
10 Anno 1995-1996. 
11 One Japanese reader wrote an elaborate post on the issue that can be found at this address: 
http://icekbgface.blogspot.com/2010/10/blog-post.html 
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become reoccurring segments on news programs. Recent surveys have found that youth in Japan 

have an increased interest in joining the Self-Defense Forces due to a belief that Japan is under 

threat from its neighbors.12 75% of respondents in another survey claimed that Japan could no 

longer rely on the Japan-US Security Treaty and 76.2% argued for enhancing Japan’s military 

capabilities.13  

The focus of this work is on the ways that the Dark Valley Period of Japan, beginning 

with the start of the Global Depression in 1928 and ending with the surrender of Japan to the 

Allied forces in 1945, is reflected in recent manga series. Shifts in public perception of historical 

events whose effects linger into the present, such as Article 9 and its rationale and its present 

impact on national security policy, can signal that public opinion on the affected issues may also 

be changing.. When a generation, who are first exposed to collective memory via popular media 

that is essentially apologia, they may be skeptical of more nuanced, but seemingly critical, 

historical narratives they are exposed to later. In the postwar period, the events of the 1930’s and 

1940’s in Japan have been portrayed negatively. However, the same events, when occurring in a 

fantasy series, are instead viewed positively. This may demonstrate that public opinion, while 

veiled, is moving towards a greater sympathy towards arguments forwarded by pro-military and 

revisionist history movements in Japan that hold a favorable opinion about the actions of the 

Imperial Japanese armed forces. According to recent government surveys, 66.3% of youth in 

Japan argue that they should have an interest in politics;14 however, it may be that this interest is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12Naikakufu. Jieitai Bouei mondai ni kansuru yoronchousa. Jieitai Bouei mondai ni kansuru yoronchousa. 
Yoronchousa, n.d. Web. http://survey.gov-online.go.jp/h14/h14-bouei/2-5.html 
13Naikakufu. Jieitai Bouei mondai ni kansuru yoronchousa. Jieitai Bouei mondai ni kansuru yoronchousa. 
Yoronchousa Naikakufu, n.d. Web. http://survey.gov-online.go.jp/h17/h17-bouei/2-6.html 
14Naikakufu. Seishounen no shakaitekikanshin ni kansuru yoronchousa. Seishounen no shakaitekikanshin ni kansuru 
yoronchousa. Yoronchousa Naikakufu, n.d. Web. 
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borne out through their hobbies rather than direct political action. After decades of recession and 

a seemingly disinterested political party system, youth may be sublimating a conservative revolt 

found in media and fan culture.  

Additionally, young male manga consumers and digital communities intersect with the 

Netto-uyoku ( ), the digital nationalist Right wing. These groups not only adhere to 

older, ultranationalist canards of masochistic history and its attendant revisionist history and 

xenophobia, they also have proficiency in online communication and media, which allows them 

to carve out a portion of the Internet as their own territory.15 As discussed below, the presence of 

this group within larger fan communities allows for nationalistic or pro-revisionist history 

overtones in manga series to be freely and openly debated. In addition, it also allows manga-ka16 

who may sympathize with these groups to not only anonymously participate, but to potentially 

incorporate ‘dog whistles’ in their works that would be recognized by individuals who also 

frequent the Netto-uyoku sphere but not by lay-readers. By altering the narrative of the Dark 

Valley Period and Japan’s role in East Asian history, manga and popular culture possess the 

potential to create public opinion sympathetic to the broader debate over the role of the Japanese 

Self-Defense Force and Article 9 Revision. 

In order to determine whether aspects of the Dark Valley exist in sublimated forms, three 

popular and recent manga series have been selected. The characters and events are then 

compared to that of the Dark Valley Period and how it was seen in the postwar period. The 

following chapters will focus on the following: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 Sakamoto 2011. 
16 The term for a manga artist. 
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• How the series replicate historical events of the Dark Valley and posit the actions 
of radical young officers as positive action despite their subversion of the state 
apparatus that they nominally serve. 

• Why the thwarting of state-level, anti-citizen conspiracy embodied by monstrous 
entities by young officers is a re-occurring theme within the fantasy genre. 

• How world-building in the fantasy series replicate the concept of the ABCD LINE 
(ABCD ) and the justifications for the Asian Pacific War.17 

• How the use of the monstrous or grotesque relate to collective memory and 
trauma. 

 

Chapter Outline 

 Chapter Two moves away from the discussion of the monstrous or the supernatural into 

the positive perception of military conflict and service during the Dark Valley and its reality. The 

series each are set in a deeply militarized fictional universe, and the majority of the characters 

are members of the military. Chapter Three focuses on the rise of conspiracy theory and action 

during the Dark Valley Period and its replication in the series. Chapter Four focuses on the major 

historical events in Japan from the late-1920’s until the surrender of Japan to Allied forces in 

August of 1945. The events of this period are reflected in the series, and potential reasons for this 

are explored. Chapter Five discusses the genealogy and historical uses of the monstrous or 

strange in Japanese fiction and how this is used to convey meaning within contemporary manga. 

This chapter then moves into a discussion on how the monstrous is used as an outlet for 

historical trauma, social criticism, and the ways in which the monstrous in the selected manga 

reflects the Dark Valley Period. The settings of the three selected manga series for this work rely 

on the creation of a fantasy setting, so world building and magical realism are also analyzed. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 The ABCD Line refers to the territorial holdings, belonging to the United States (the ‘A’ in ABCD Line), the 
overseas territories and members of the commonwealth of the British Empire, China, and the Netherlands (the ‘D’ 
signifying ‘Dutch’), that surrounded Imperial Japan and limited its expansion. These geopolitical rivals were 
considered hostile and inimical for the long-term survival of Japan as a world power.  
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Chapter Six is centered on the lingering impact of the Asian Pacific War in Japan and closes this 

work with a brief summation of how the monstrous and the martial combine in manga to create a 

narrative arch that transforms the young officers of the Imperial Japanese armed forces and the 

trauma of the Dark Valley into a heroic struggle against corrupt forces, both domestic and 

foreign, that threaten society on an existential level. 

 

Narrative and Collective Memory 

 Bal et al have noted that there are several forms of collective memory, a social 

phenomenon discussed further in Chapter 6, which are ultimately stories of varying elaboration 

that act to bind a collective together. The most common is a fiction that is unquestionably shared 

by a community that accepts the causal relationship of events and their interpretation.18 

However, traumatic events often prove difficult to absorb into this level of collective memory 

and are thereby consistently revisited.19 The Lost Cause narrative, discussed above, is an 

example of this type of collective storytelling. For many Americans, the image of the Civil War 

focuses not on the victorious North, the struggle to keep the state intact, or the liberation of the 

enslaved population, but rather the romanticized decline of Southern society. While this narrative 

remains dominate, it does not hold a monopoly and is constantly revisited and challenged.  

In Japan, the narrative of the Asian Pacific War aligns to that seen in the many Peace 

Museums that dot the state. These museums are defined by their negative view of military 

conflict and emphasis on civilian suffering during warfare. In addition, these institutions are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Bal 2006, iiv-iiiv. 
19 Bal et al 2006, ix. 
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designed to preserve local memory and to provide future generations with a specific narrative 

intended to guide them towards the preservation of Japan as a demilitarized state.20 However, 

within the last fifteen years, these museums have witnessed increasing competition from military 

history museums – many sponsored by branches of the Japanese Self-Defense Force.21 These 

museums first appeared in the late 1960’s as small institutions intended to record the history of a 

specific base or division. But since the late 1990’s, several large museums22 have been opened.23 

Notably, these openings coincided with major debates concerning the military, such as the 

contentious renewal of the Security Treaty with the United States and the growth of historical 

revisionism and Article 9 debates beginning in the late 1990’s. 

Museums are merely one small facet of the multi-layered and diverse outgrowths 

stemming from the intersection of communal identity and the narratives used to interpret 

collective memory. As Tsutsui claims ‘…collective memory is an essential building block of 

social solidarity, which is based primarily on the nation in modern societies.’24 Japan is one of 

several modern nations who are confronted with a history that can potentially inspire feelings of 

collective guilt that may easily overshadow shared historical achievements. Typically, the initial 

reaction across almost all states is that of denial, which is not a long tenable position in a world 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Murakami 2003, 124, 132-133. 
21 The battleship Mikasa is one of these museum and receives tens of thousands of visitors each year. Current data 
on visitor numbers are not yet available, but it is possible that after Isayama’s confirmation that the character in his 
popular series is named after this vessel that an increase of these numbers is possible as curious fans undertake a 
new leg of the long-standing phenomenon of fan pilgrimages’. Please see Greene 2016 for an itineration of this 
practice in Sakai-Minato. 
22 The article notes that one of these museums is the decommissioned battleship Mikasa, which is the name of one of 
the lead characters in Attack on Titan. This ship had been closed to visitors following the end of the Asian-Pacific 
War and reopened in 1961. The ship now has over 100,000 yearly visitors, which is equivalent to similar museum 
ships in the United States and the United Kingdom (Murakami 2003, 128-129). 
23 Murakami 2003, 125-127. 
24 Tsutsui 2009, 1391. 
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rife with new sources of information that flows constantly across national boundaries. However, 

for many in Japan they were able to transform this denial into evasion, focusing primarily on the 

suffering of civilians on the main islands, a strategy also known as Victims’ History.25 The 

aforementioned Peace Museums are frequently an outgrowth of this focus. While many do 

contain information of war crimes committed overseas, it is often the Japanese civilian victims of 

the war who receive the greatest attention. However, Japan, due to its proximity, both temporal 

and geographic, to the victims of its outward expansion is not able to rely on this strategy 

without receiving criticism from increasingly powerful neighboring states. 

However, for the purposes of this work the reactions described by Tsutsui as ‘projection’ 

and ‘universalism’ are the most relevant. Projection is a tenuous acceptance of guilt, mitigated by 

foisting the guilt not on the collectivity but rather onto a small minority of bad actors. 

Universalism is the reverse of this practice, as it instead casts blame on the whole of humanity, 

arguing that every nation is guilty of similar crimes. Both of these strategies acknowledge the 

existence of misdeeds and the necessity of guilt while simultaneously dodging individual 

responsibility.26 Frequently, revisionist proponents in Japan follow a strand of argument that is 

an amalgamation of denial and universalism. Denial is the frequent first act, however due the 

growing influence of negative Korean and Chinese responses to attempts to downplay crimes 

perpetrated by the Imperial Japanese Army and revisionist historians inability to fully discount 

the preponderance of evidence demonstrating the existence of war crimes this strategy is 

growing increasingly untenable. Rather, universalism is increasing in popularity. If Japan is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Tsutsui 2009, 1391-1392. 
26 Tsutsui 2009, 1393. 
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merely one of many states with a dubious recent past, then the limitation placed on Japan’s 

offensive military capability is inherently unjust. 

However, within manga sympathetic to, but not overtly aligned with, revisionist causes 

projection is the most common approach to Japan’s wartime past. This is perhaps unsurprising, 

as Victim’s History is the dominant narrative within popular culture concerning the Asia Pacific 

War. Within popular works, such as 1988’s anime feature film Grave of the Fireflies and the 

1973 to 1985 manga series Hadashi no Gen, the war is shown as an act perpetrated on the 

innocent populace of Japan by faceless elites and bombers that fly almost unseen overhead. A 

small minority is responsible for both the war and its attendant suffering, while the population is 

simply victims who are forced into sometimes-vile acts in order to survive. Within contemporary 

fantasy manga not only are all nations guilty of bad acts, but the crimes perpetrated by the nation 

of the lead characters are frequently done in response to outside aggression. Additionally, the 

most indefensible acts are spearheaded not by young officers or the gullible public that they 

defend, but rather a cabal of state elites who work in cahoots with the outside enemy. If all are 

guilty, then the horror performed by the young officers in contemporary fantasy manga is an 

unavoidable result of Realpolitik.  

 Another vital aspect of the analysis of narrative that pertains to collective memory, 

particularly when it is expressed through fiction, is narrative rationality. Fisher noted that it is 

vital that a narrative not only holds together logically, but that it also possesses charismatic 

characters who not only draw in the audience, but also behave in ways that are predictable and 

coherent.27 Additionally, this phenomenon is not internal to an individual, but rather also exists 

in texts and media. These texts serve as both a form of transmission and as a repository for 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
27 Fisher 1989, 47 
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memory. And when these mediums change, so does the way collective memory is perceived. 

Many now experience these memories in fiction – and the way that these stories are told color 

how history is understood.28 Manga, as a visually compelling medium, with charismatic 

characters and a high degree of market saturation, can be a highly effective means of memory 

transmission. The way that narrative is constructed has an impact on the way the audience 

perceives the world around them as well as affecting their value system. Fiction is mimetic, as 

Neumann states: “If one starts from the premise that literature is not a closed system, but a part 

of the principal meaning-making processes of a culture, inter-acting with other symbol systems, 

then an analysis of literary stagings of memory can provide information about a culture’s 

predominant memorial concepts.”29 

 An important aspect of media’s impact on collective memory is its impact on collective 

identity – the perception that a generally accepted perspective of the past is a vital part of the 

present community. Certain mediums have a greater ‘carrying capacity’ than others, ones that 

possess an ability to influence collective memory in a degree not seen in other forms that may be 

considered more common or ‘official’. Mass media is perhaps holds the greatest ‘carrying 

capacity’, as it has a level of social saturation not available to most other forms of transmission, 

such as textbooks, documentaries, or public memorials.30 This impact will be discussed in greater 

depth in Chapter Six. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28 Wertsch 2008, 121-122. 
29  Assmann et al. 2015, 334-335. 
30 Saito 2006, 356. 
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 Collective memory, while existing within a community, by necessity must also 

simultaneously exist within the minds of disparate individuals.31 This does not mean that, while 

on a macro-level there appears to exist a general trend or dominant interpretation of the past, that 

on the micro level there does not exist an infinite variety of opinions and differing levels of 

interest and expertise. This can complicate the analysis of the phenomenon of collective memory 

and shifts in its expression. However, through the consideration of the influence of media on 

collective memory one can determine trends in collective memory by looking at particular texts 

and their reception. The ascendency or descent of a particular narrative or trope can signal its 

acceptance or rejection by the population. Additionally, an author with a particular viewpoint 

who releases a work at a favorable time can have en effect greater that even the best researched 

history.  

 Additionally, particular events in history also possess a greater gravitational pull than 

others that allows for collective memory and identity to coalesce over a limited number of events 

and personages. Trauma, especially events that effected a broad population, is one of the most 

influential examples of this.32 This can be viewed as a type of collective problem solving, by 

consistently reviewing a disturbing and horrifying event with the hope of preventing another 

similar trauma from occurring.33 While collective memory is housed within an individual mind, 

it is not at the mercy of a single perspective. Rather it acts as the emotional and cognitive 

framework through which the individual perceives the past that defines the present.34 Collective 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
31 Gediand and Elam 1996, 34. 
32 Saito 2006, 356. 
33 Saito 2006, 355. 
34 Gediand and Elam 1996, 39. 
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memory, like water to a fish, is the tools with which reality is constructed.35 But, due to the 

interplay of these individual minds, collective memory is also dynamic.36 

 An example of a traumatic event that lingers within collective memory is the February 

26th Incident of 1936. While largely faded from individual memory, the February 26th Incident 

has become encased within the imagination of popular media through its myriad reimagined 

forms. Starting from the 1960’s, the same period that witnessed the rebirth of the Ero-guro 

movement,37 the February 26th Incident was explored by multiple authors in a variety of 

mediums. Unsurprisingly, Mishima Yukio38 was one of the earliest to use the event in his work 

in his 1960 short story Yukoku ( ). Six years later, Suyuki Seijun visited the incident in his 

film An Elegy to Violence. A decade later the occurrence was merged into the erotic-grotesque in 

Ōshima Nagisa’s In the Realm of the Senses. Poets and playwrights, like Sekine Hiroshi and Satō 

Makoto, also dived into the event in their own works.39 

 Much of this was due to the counter-intuitive nature of the rebels themselves, who 

thought that they could level society by strengthening the Showa Emperor’s power and remaking 

the state into a autocratic, imperial state, an ideology named tennō-kyōsanshugi (

).40 Some were drawn to this event by the romance of defeat.41 Mishima viewed this incident 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
35 Gediand and Elam 1996, 35-38. 
36 Gediand and Elam 1996, 33. 
37 A popular genre of the Taisho and early Showa period will be discussed further later in this work. 
38 A prolific author and noted ultranationalist, Mishima dramatically killed himself reenacting the many coups of the 
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as the culmination of the beatific sacrifice to an idealized emperor who replaced the absent 

divine.42 Suzuki, in contrast, saw no beauty, but a culturally derived taste for extreme violence.43 

Ōshima viewed the event as the masculine antithesis to the hyper-feminine Sada Abe Incident 

that occurred mere months after the February 26th Incident.44The incident also crossed into 

popular cinema and media by the late twentieth century, whose portrayals often combine aspects 

of their pure literature and cinematic forebears. Gosha Hideo’s 1989 film Four Days of Snow and 

Blood focuses on the event, while 2003’s Spy Sorge touches briefly on the incident as historical 

color. The 2010 anime series Night Raid 193145 has its final installment focused on the February 

26th Incident itself.  

In addition to the events cinematic portrayals, there are also several manga titles that use 

the event as the setting for their action. Some are within the seinen genre, intended for adolescent 

male readers, such as Shingun no kadetto46 and Shōwa yawakyanden.47 These young readers 

have likely only briefly encountered the event as history in their history classes, if at all. As a 

result, the depiction of the event in these manga likely has a greater impact on their perception of 

the incident. While these series focus on the adventure of the occurrence, there are examples of 

the February 26th Incident being used as the backdrop to a romance. The Boys’ Love48 manga 

Shiro no mugon focuses on the tragic same sex romance of two young officers who are impacted 
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by the affair.49 Tenpesuto is a heterosexual romance series that also uses the February 26th 

Incident as a source of romantic tension.50 Popular manga ebook store Booklive also has several 

novels posted on the site that also use the February 26th Incident in similar ways that may be 

suggested to the readers of the aforementioned titles, such as 2017’s Yukitsumorishiasa.51 While 

perhaps few of the fans of contemporary manga can list the minutia of the event, a significant 

number of readers have repeatedly encountered interpretations of the incident in media. 

 Additionally, manga is not a medium solely beholden to the fictional. One of the larger 

genres of manga is gakushū, also known as education manga.52 This genre spans every 

conceivable educational topic, from computer programming and statistics53 to cookery and the 

fine arts. However, a significant portion of the genre’s major titles focus on history, including 

works written by the genre’s founder Ishinori. His work, Nihon no Rekishi, was a bestseller and 

was quickly joined by Yokoyama Mitsuteru’s Sangoshi and Mizuki Shigeru’s Comic History of 

Showa. Each of these series had its own perspective on history, although by dint of being 

‘educational’ they were generally viewed as informative. Each, in turn, had an impact on their 

young readers.54 Of the three aforementioned major historical gakushū titles, it is said that every 

Japanese household owned a copy of at least one, if not all three, due to the sheer numbers of 

copies sold. These series remain consistent sellers, and several cover the events of the Dark 
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49 This 2004 title was written by Ōtake Naoko, a prolific historical BL manga artist. 
50 Kodansha published this Shōji Yōko title in 1993. 
51 Written by the novelist Uematsu Midori. 
52 Otmazgin and Suter 2016, 99. 
53 In the author’s own experience, one of these manga was used as the course textbook for a class on data analysis at 
Waseda University in 2015. 
54 Otmazgin and Suter 2016, 96-99. 
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Valley Period.55 For example, Nihon no Rekishi covers both the March and October Incidents of 

the 1930’s and contains extensive footnotes for each.56 Combined with the popularity of Sensō-

bungaku and the below-discussed senki-mono, the archetype of the doomed yet humanized Asia 

Pacific War soldier57 as the counterpart to venal politicians58 became fixed in the popular 

imagination. 

 The interplay between author, reader, a text, and its context is further complicated by the 

internal nature of reading and consumption. External factors, such as blog posts, debates on BBS 

boards, and sales ranks can be easily observed, internal factors are obscured. There are several 

ways which a reader can approach any text. Many will approach a text, particularly light or 

leisure reading such as manga, as a form of entertainment. They typically consume a text in the 

manner that the publisher, and likely the author, intended – described as a dominant-hegemonic 

approach. Other readers will add their own layers of meaning and interpretation onto the 

dominant-hegemonic. An often even smaller subset of readers will disregard the dominant-

hegemonic interpretation in its entirety and project their own understanding onto the text.59 For 

the purposes of this dissertation, the second type of readers would be those most likely to 

consume a text with an eye to a particular ideological slant within the work. Most otaku readers 

fall along this spectrum of readers as they often select a work because of its wider context, such 

as genre or archetypical characters, and actively engage in interpretation and debate of the work 
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within their, often digital, communities. However, otaku readers make up only a segment of 

manga consumers, the vast majority are leisure readers picking up a series for light entertainment. 

 Bukh, who has undertaken multiple investigations into the impact of nationalist 

sentiments in manga on its readers, noted in one study that persons exposed to ultra-nationalist or 

revisionist manga tend to prefer the last method when approaching the works in question. His 

samples, Kenkanryu60 and Chūgoku Nyūmen, are ultranationalist-revisionist manga that both 

topped bestseller lists in Japan. However, neither of these works made an impact on the 

perception of a majority of readers, who often used the third style of interpretation to approach 

the works skeptically.61 When readers are exposed to texts with a clear bias, they assume that any 

information or portrayal contained therein is slanted towards forwarding a particular argument 

and is therefore viewed as an attempt at manipulation. Savvy readers, or those that perceive 

themselves to be such, would likely be predictably hostile to such tactics. However, this 

phenomenon is only in effect when the reader is aware of a particular bias. 

However, Bukh found within this study that the same sentiments, when sublimated within 

a new genre, did have an impact on the readers. The manga Shima wa Furusato, which is a love 

story set before and during the Soviet occupation of Etorofu, explored how the trajectory of the 

romance between the two Japanese leads was impacted by a seemingly unjust annexation of 

national territory.62 While the overtly nationalistic texts caused readers to approach the work 

following the third style of hesitant acceptance, with many subjects noting the hostile art style 

used to depict Korean characters, the seemingly neutral love story was read following the 
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dominant-hegemonic manner of reading. Believing that romance manga would not possess a bias 

towards any particular interpretation of history, readers expressed sorrow at the suffering of the 

character and many claimed that, though they little prior knowledge of the event, that they 

viewed this manga as an accurate re-telling of history.63  

It is clear that potential biases replicated in other genres would have a similar effect on 

the reader. A fantasy manga that reframes the arguments that underpin the perpetuation of an 

unaltered Article 9 may have broader implications as those dominate-hegemonic readers mature. 

However, as otaku readers approach a text primarily in the second style, these revisionist 

implications have been noted both in digital and print media. There is a potential that even 

leisure readers, now aware of the potential for manipulation by an artist in particular works, may 

begin to exhibit the hostility to these interpretations found by Bukh in regards to Kenkanryu and 

Chūgoku Nyūmen. 

 

The War in Manga 

Manga, thanks to its ubiquity and mass consumption, can serve a number of purposes. It 

can create or influence an individual’s identity and serve as the focal point of a community.64 

Furthermore, manga also serves as a form of banal memory making, where the imagery and 

accessibility of the medium serves to enhance its impact on the reader.65 Due to the quantity 

consumed and the medium’s emotional impact, combined with its ability to be consumed 

according to the individual pace and interests of the reader, manga appears to have an influence 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
63 Otmazgin and Suter 2016, 143-147. 
64 Otmazgin and Suter 2016, 13. 
65 Otmazgin and Suter 2016, 9-11. 



! 27!

on collective memory greater than other common forms of memory transmission, becoming “a 

mechanism that translates ‘history’ into collective memory and experience.”66 History is a 

popular source of inspiration for manga, in addition there is an entire genre of the medium 

dedicated to educating readers about history. 

The ‘historical narrative’ predominant in Japan is that of Victim’s History, that the 

general population of Japan during the Asia Pacific War were drawn into the conflict not out of 

their own will but rather through the machinations of a small, self-interested minority. 

Revisionist histories seek to subvert this narrative, by reframing the actions of groups now laden 

with historical guilt as rational actors working for the national good. A small, yet significant 

number of manga has joined this trend.67 Notably, the three series selected for analysis in this 

work follow this trend as well, while remaining ostensibly free of open ties to revisionists. The 

war’s lingering appeal for both authors and readers partially lies in the continued relevance of the 

debate concerning the nature of the conflict and its actors.68 Due to the nature of the manga 

marketplace, series that are capable of generating a buzz among fans – be it positive or negative, 

are more likely to draw in the requisite number of readers to allow the series to survive into 

serialization.69  

The series selected for study do not exist within a vacuum. Rather, these series are part of 

a genealogy of war-focused manga whose origins begin shortly after the end of the Asia Pacific 

War. Contemporary fantasy manga are just one aspect of a larger interplay between politics, 

identity, and the re-envisioning of history that surrounds the current understanding of the war. 
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During the mid-1950’s, the war still remained largely encapsulated in war manga, however some 

artists had already begun to move the discourse of the war into science fiction and fantasy works. 

For example, Osamu Tezuka’s Astro-Boy was partially designed to convey certain didactic 

messages about aspects of the war so that young readers could be influenced to avoid a future 

where the war may reoccur.70 This glossing of potential collective guilt within media is not 

surprising considering the political milieu of the period. As a result of the Cold War, the 

progressive movement in Japan that had attempted to discuss the issue of war guilt had been the 

victim of an anti-communist backlash.71 This veiling of war-focused discourse continues into the 

present day, partially due to the recursive and self-referential nature of the medium. 

As early of the 1920’s, manga possessed allegiances to fascist and authoritarian groups 

through its use of imagery and structure derived from Constructivism, which later developed into 

a reuse of style of noted fascist auteurs such as Leni Reifenstahl. This adoption of semi-

politicized style was lead by the artist Takakimi Michinao, who wrote manga under the nom-de-

plume of Tagawa Suiho, who had left high art in protest of the growing strength of the Social 

Realist movement.72 During the later half of the Asia Pacific War, manga became another 

instrument of the Japanese navy. The navy commissioned several works that were intended to 

replicate the past success of Disney in Japan. Frequently, the manga and anime created replicated 

the angles and mise-en-scene of Reifenstahl’s Triumph of the Will. The imagery adopted and 

further developed by these work, such as the use of idealized character styles with hyper-real 

weaponry, the use of mise-en-scene, and use of angle, remain in use in contemporary manga 
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thanks to the lingering influence of early manga artists who came of age during the war, 

including Tezuka Osamu.73 Fascist inspired imagery remains embedded in contemporary manga. 

Asia Pacific War-inspired manga swiftly came into existence after the end of the 

American Occupation, which had placed limits on the content publishable with a bureau similar 

to that of Imperial Japan.74 During the 1950’s and into the 1960’S, a genre called senki-mono 

was very popular with young manga readers. Senki-mono focused predominately on a seemingly 

bloodless air war, conducted by bright-eyed and self-sacrificing youth. The inevitable injury and 

death inflicted on these characters was obscured by the destruction of the machines that they 

flew through the pages of the many series. The ground war and the misery of the home front are 

eschewed in favor of a romanticized war.75 The heroes, though doomed, are drawn in a 

character-type now described as moe.76 Superior officers, drawn in a more realistic style, were 

portrayed in the majority of series as benevolent figures duty bound to care for their ill-starred 

flyers. This genre, though nominally ground in reality, is described by Nakar as fantasy, due to 

the genre’s ultimate disconnection from historical reality.77 This was perhaps due to the popular 

perception that the war was now firmly embedded in the past.78 As discussed by actual Japanese 

pilots during the Second Sino-Japanese War, any actual combat that attempted to match an 

idealized version of reality more often ended in tragedy, such as the case where entire flight 
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crews perished after bombing runs over Shanghai as they were not issued parachutes.79 This 

disconnection, which for young readers who may have possessed dim memories of the war was 

likely a source of comfort, proved to be unsustainable by the mid-1960’s. 

Artists, such as Mizuki Shigeru, Nagashima Shinji, and Sampai Shirato created manga 

that focused closely on the numerous horrors of the ground war. However, even these artists 

found it difficult to get their own senki-mono published despite their other successes until well 

into the 1960’s.80 By the 1970’s, senki-mono began to shift from its heroic portrayal of the air 

war to the trauma and misfortunes of the home front and the grotesqueries of the ground war. 

Novels, such as The Human Condition, were adapted into manga during this period, followed by 

semi-autobiographical works such as Hadashi no Gen and the vast majority of Mizuki’s own war 

manga, which introduced a new generation of readers to the war and second hand trauma.81 

Heroes vanish from these pages, leaving dead-eyed soldiers, numbed by constant bloodshed and 

confused by the irrational world they find themselves in. The manga, many of which still remain 

in publication, introduced youth into collective memory and trauma that emphasized the negative 

aspects of warfare and military service. It is perhaps unsurprising that the same period saw a 

growth in the Japanese anti-war movement and a surge in student protests. 

Importantly, the archetype of the lead character within senki-mono changed as well, 

moving from a happy youth willing to lay down his life for his nation to an embittered wreck 

suffering endlessly from hunger and fear.82 The didactic between these two polarities is one still 

evident in many seinen and shōnen series today, where characters transform from one end of the 
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spectrum to another according to narrative convenience. Characters, such as the traumatized 

alchemist officer corps of Fullmetal Alchemist and the commander speechless at informing a 

father that his daughter had been gruesomely killed in Attack on Titan, are at once both gleeful 

comic relief and brutally efficient, glassy-eyed killers. Nor did this character style remain 

embedded solely within senki-mono, as jōsei manga as well as other genres also began to focus 

more on the war.83 

By the 1970’s, with senki-mono manga becoming a point of contention between artists 

and audiences who viewed the war in diametrically opposed ways. Additionally, the anti-war 

movement against the American military intervention in Vietnam and Japan’s logistical support 

of this endeavor began to seep into the historical debate over Japanese war responsibility. 

Additionally, Ienaga Saburō’s lengthy lawsuit against the Ministry of Education began and was 

heavily reported on in the media.84 In response, authors began to cloak their own personal 

perspectives of the war within works that reenacted the war in an unrelated genre. Many authors 

strategically selected science fiction or fantasy. These genres, in particular, readily serve as a 

means of propagating a specific ideology or worldview or serves as a method of interrogating 

social concerns in an emotionally safe way.85 One of the more prominent examples of this 

phenomenon during the 1970’s, which aligned to what would now be called revisionist history, is 

Matsumoto’s Space Battleship Yamato. Matsumoto consciously constructed his series as a means 

of forwarding his own interpretation of the war and the military’s role within it without 

interference from increasingly war-shy editors. Nor was the revisionist perspective the only 

perspective to make this genre shift, as those on the anti-war side found their own audience. The 
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long-running Gundam series, which is partially credited with the creation of otaku consumption 

practices and community, is primary example of anti-revisionist manga of the period.86 

Not only had the debate concerning the war become a paramount concern within war 

manga in the decade prior to the premieres of these two series, but the political milieu in Japan in 

regards to the war began to shift as well. Four years prior to the publication of Space Battleship 

Yamato, Mishima Yukio dramatically committed suicide just outside of the view of live-cameras. 

Once riotous AMPO demonstrations had dwindled into irrelevancy while the LDP began to 

openly woo ultra-nationalists. The first visit of a sitting Japanese Prime Minister to Yasukuni 

Shrine occurred during this period, as well as Ienaga Saburō’s lawsuit against the Ministry of 

Education.87 It is perhaps only natural that when the war became a hindrance to sales, that 

authors would find new ways of adding their own perspective through narrative slight of hand. 

In this context, the series Space Battleship Yamato and the Gundam series found fertile 

ground in the burgeoning population of die-hard fans that would in the next decade be dubbed 

otaku. Space Battleship Yamato is created with creating the social matrix of fans that would 

eventually spawn the community, while Gundam demonstrated the market viability of catering to 

this subgroup. The merchandising and popularizing of grittier, ‘darker’ manga and anime proved 

to publishers that money could be made from these series that catered to an older, non-traditional 

audience.88 Even some of the tropes of these series became standards of the mecha89 and science 

fiction manga genres. For example, the romance of the doomed soldier, once a canard of war 
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manga, moved seamlessly into mecha.90 Mecha, through to the mid-1990’s, became the primary 

manga genre where the Asia Pacific War remained an active point of discussion. This discussion 

was derailed with the airing of the mecha deconstruction Neon Genesis Evangelion. By exposing 

the psychological horror implicit in the genre, Neon Genesis Evangelion undercut the viability of 

new mecha franchises, although older franchises like Gundam retain their staying power. A new 

outlet for this debate needed to be found and the many itinerations of the fantasy genre proved an 

easy shift. Pseudo-mecha, such as the moe resplendent Kantai Collection, or the comedy series 

Axis Powers Hetalia, and horror-fantasy like High School of the Dead, demonstrate the success 

of this shift.   

In addition, within otaku culture war and military conflict has achieved a totemic status. 

War, in narrative if less so in real life, brings together a disparate community together in mutual 

action towards a clear and obtainable goal.91 This figurative collective action appears to be 

reflective of wider otaku culture, where collaborative effect is facilitated through the creation and 

maintenance of exchanges of materials and merchandise. In Japan, there are multiple self-

published manga conventions and digital exchanges, the creation of fan pilgrimage sites, and a 

number other grassroots level activities that require voluntary logistical planning. Both Azuma 

and Jenkins have noted the importance of collective action in fan identity.92 This is compounded 

by the symbolic connection between weapons, fighting, and sexual activity.93 While this link 
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may be self-evident in series such as High School of the Dead94 and Kantai Collection, the 

weaponry of the Claymore in the manga of the same name strongly link female fighters to the 

symbolic masculine. Alchemy is a primarily male occupation in Fullmetal Alchemist, while the 

few female alchemists are either infertile due to their alchemistical activities or healers. Titans in 

Attack on Titan are frequently male, although lacking the requisite external genitalia. One of the 

few female Titans however does possess the secondary sexual characteristic of breasts in her 

battle form. 

 

Digital Communication and Fan Culture in Japan 

 Digital fan culture and communities has been a two-edged sword. Fan culture provides a 

community that some have found lacking in contemporary society; however, social 

commentators in Japan have been critical of the replacement of face-to-face relationships with 

electronic. One writer noted that the perpetrator of the Akihabara Massacre, Tomohiro Katō, 

posted his plans on a BBS board and that the others posters shrugged off his threats as idle 

chatter. The writer posited that written forms of communication between essential strangers 

foster a pseudo-intimate environment that is just another form of alienation.95 Kayama Rika, a 

social psychologist who has also studied the intersection between nationalism and popular 

culture in Japan, noted that digital communication via message boards or online posts creates a 

sense of unease due to the distance between the writer and the reader. Readers can interpret the 

statements or attribute meaning to the words beyond what was intended by the author and, even 
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when those involved know each other well, the tone of a statement can become muted.96 She 

observed that this feeling has been borne out over several studies.97 Despite this disconnection, 

BBS boards are popular in Japan.98 Kayama suggested that this disconnection between the 

producer and the consumer is perhaps one of the reasons why individuals like the Akihabara 

Massacre perpetrator as well as the Hiroshima LINE murderer were able to openly discuss their 

crimes online without being taken seriously by their readers.99  

 However, this system has been revolutionary as it converts typically passive media 

reception into something that is interactive. People can interact with the programming and 

customize the way they consume media.100 This is similar to how manga publishing has 

traditionally operated in Japan, as publishers have long maintained meticulous operations to 

survey and elicit responses from their audience. However, this was a lateral system, with the 

publishers controlling the movement and the flow of information. Fans could interact on a 

smaller scale, through fan groups, mailings, or conventions. These groups also had a limitation of 

membership, as individuals were excluded through geography or lack of social connection. 

Through the Internet, publishers lost control over their monopoly of the flow of information and 

interaction between the creator and their audience and, concurrently, fan could create ever wider 

communities with a lower threshold for entry. Some have described this shift in technology and 

individual’s interaction with it and each other as ‘Gamification’ ( ). 
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Game technology and strategies are applied to social networking and to media, and visa versa, to 

broaden problem solving and to ensure that the audience is hooked.101  

 In addition, there is an overlap in public perception of the violent murders broadcast 

online and violence perpetrated by manga readers. Miyazaki Tsutomu, the so-called Otaku 

Murderer, was an avid consumer of violent videos and manga. Miyazaki was notably executed 

soon after the 2008 Akihabara Massacre, which occurred in a ward renowned for electronics and 

manga/anime merchandise. The cult, Aum Shinrikyo, used manga and anime as proselytizing 

tools. The members of the cult were often portrayed as alienated otaku, whose limited grasp on 

social reality resulted in their notorious 1995 Sarin Gas Attack in downtown Tokyo. Alienated 

and over-stimulated youth, such as BBS board posters and manga fans, are portrayed in media 

and social criticism as being potentially violent.102 

 Studies of Otaku culture and manga in Japan are closely tied together through the idea of 

Database Culture. Coined by Azuma Hiroki, Database Culture is a concept founded in 

postmodernism, where the concepts bound together in the Grand Narratives of the modern era 

have been decoupled and are now accepted piecemeal by individuals according to their own 

shifting personal interests. Devoted contemporary manga fans now consume media in this 

fashion, relying on a wide array of peripheral materials that not only inform their readings, but 

often supersede their interest in the main text. Merchandising, spin-offs, online fan communities, 

and fanworks103 are incentives for following a series, rather than the series itself. Often, these 
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aspects of media act as a foundation for personal or ethical belief systems instead of ideals based 

in ethics, politics, or religious affiliation.104 In the years following Azuma’s book, other scholars 

have also noted the confluence of Database Culture and the Internet. Individuals no longer rely 

on traditional authoritative sources of information, but rather obtain information and materials 

from disparate and individualized sources according to specific needs and their own personal 

biases.105 Like the encyclopedia movement of the 18th century, there is a drive within online fan 

communities to create massive databases to facilitate the spread of specific knowledge and 

information.106 Savvy manga artists have taken advantage of this. The author of Attack on Titan 

not only encourages the adaption of his series, but also provides details on the minutia of his 

created universe that rewards Database-minded readers who collect and discuss each new piece 

of information like an addiction. 

 

Netto-uyoku and the Changing Perception of the Role of the Military 

 In 2014, the New York Times published an opinion piece by Kato Norihito, suggesting 

that the current prime minister of Japan, Abe Shinzō, was the vanguard of increasing nationalist 

movement within the Japanese state structure.  Norihito noted that, of the nineteen ministers 

appointed to the Cabinet, fifteen belonged to the Japan Conference ( ).107 This group is 

not only dedicated to revising the constitution of Japan, but is also known for its revisionist 

views of Japan’s history. In February 2017, Abe’s wife, Abe Akie, was tied to a scandal at a 
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popular kindergarten where parents alleged that their children were bullied due to their ethnic 

heritage or alleged Korean descent.108 Nor can it be claimed that the Prime Minister has little to 

no effect on the opinions or behaviors of the younger generation, as the visit of then Prime 

Minister Koizumi Junichiro to Yasukuni Shrine resulted in an uptick of younger visitors.109 One 

right-wing blogger even claimed that, due to LDP support, Japan would be re-militarized within 

the next decade.110  

On the anniversary of the surrender, the Japanese language version of the Huffington Post 

also published an article discussing concerns that pro-militarist sentiment had increased in the 

young population that has become disillusioned after twenty years of economic recession.111 On 

internet discussion boards, there seems to be a disconnection between those who argue that 

militarism in Japan appears to be rising and those that claim otherwise. For example, on the 

YahooAsks! message board, one person responded to a question asking about Japan in the 

1930’s that Japan was not militaristic while, at the same time, claiming that the existence of 

Comfort Women was a lie propagated by an aggressive Korea.112 In addition, the JSDF has in the 

last decades created a number of friendly mascots to present a more amicable face to the public. 

Further, the image of the soldier has become one of a warm servant of the public, much due to its 

fast response to the March 11th Triple Disaster.113 
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While the debate over ‘masochistic’ history and textbook reform began as early as fifteen 

years after the war, and was likely delayed by American censorship during the Occupation, it 

received a second wind in the mid-1990’s when a official apology concerning Imperial Army 

actions during the Asia Pacific War was issued by a member of the sitting Japanese Cabinet. 

This angered members of the political Right in Japan, who are often aligned with revisionist 

history groups and scholars, leading in a growth of anti-Article 9 rhetoric and pressure placed on 

a number of museums to remove displays critical of Japanese actions during the war. This same 

period saw the birth of the New Textbook Movement.114 By the 1990’s, revisionist historians 

moved on the offensive, questioning the evidence and validity of progressive and international 

historians who argued that Imperial Japan engaged in war crimes during the Asia Pacific War.115 

Much of this debate has been cloaked in language emphasizing the potential threat posed by 

China and North Korea to Japan’s national security. This rhetoric has had some success as, while 

anti-Japanese sentiments has decreased in China in the last twenty years, anti-Chinese sentiment 

has increased in Japan. Furthermore, even more distant events, such as the perceived stability of 

the period following the Meiji Restoration to the Second Sino-Japanese War, has also received a 

popular re-assessment.116  

For members of the revisionist Right, the interpretation of the Dark Valley period is vital 

as the war crimes that would come into fruition in the Asia Pacific War were first seeded by 

members of the military and the state during the first half of the 1930’s. These acts would later 

provide the justification for Article 9 and the current Peace State. For the Right, even those who 

may disagree with the revisionist historical interpretation, the rise of the New Textbook 
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Movement is a welcome addition to the public imagination. For many of the Right, Article 9 is a 

scarlet letter, branding Japan as forever untrustworthy of full participation in the community of 

states.117 Additionally, several of the far Right and their revisionist allies have argued that even 

the most seemingly insignificant reference to bad acts committed by Japanese forces during 

colonization or the Asia Pacific War is an assault on the body politic of the Japanese nation and a 

reopening of a poorly closed, festering psychic wound. They counter that Imperial Japan merely 

engaged in the Realpolitik of the period in an attempt to liberate Asia from western colonialism. 

This has extended to include a level of on-going hostility to the many Peace Museums within 

Japan.118 Concurrently, there has been an increase in museums that counter the narrative 

proposed by Peace Museums within Japan.119 

Some scholars within Japan, such as Takenaka, have dubbed this tension between 

different camps of historical interpretation ‘post-memory syndrome’ – where trauma and strife 

over the past become an integral part of personal identity.120 This may be a response to outside 

action and circumstance, as revisionist movements wax and wane according the perceived 

likelihood that a state level apology is just beyond the political horizon. Scholars note this ‘post-

memory syndrome’ is particularly visible two to three generations removed from the events 

themselves.121 While popular media shies away from direct support of revisionist trapped within 

this cycle, many recent reports concerning revisionists and their actions has shifted slightly to a 
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perspective more sympathetic to these groups than in years previous.122 This may be due to a 

number of factors, from backlash from potentially violent sympathizers to a shift to garners more 

viewers. 

 Much of this debate over Japan’s actions during the 1930’s and the Asian Pacific War is 

academic in nature. Ultimately, the actions of the Imperial Japanese Army do not have a direct 

impact on the daily lives of the majority of individuals residing in modern Japan. However, the 

perception of these actions and whether or not they were justified does have a lingering effect on 

contemporary Japanese politics and on its international relations. For example, it calls into 

question whether or not Article 9 of the Japanese constitution should be revised.  In recent years, 

some have argued that Article 9 is no longer relevant, as it is a relic of the American occupation 

and no longer reflective of current national identity or needs.123 Others have argued that Japan 

can no longer rely on the Japanese-American Security Treaty, nor can it rely on President Trump 

for continued national defense if conflict with the People’s Republic of China or North Korea 

were to break out.124  

 In addition, there has been much ink spilled, both real and electronic, over the perceived 

rise of the Netto-uyoku. Surveys performed in Japan have found that this group is relatively small, 

perhaps numbering about 3% of the population.125 However, they tend to be well educated 
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compared to the general population, with around 50% being university graduates.126  The 

average age of an individual who self-identifies as a Netto-uyoku is around forty. They also have 

a higher than average yearly income, which means that the image of these individuals as 

disaffected NEETs is inaccurate.127 Additionally, they tend to be well versed in internet 

networking strategies and tactics. A little fewer than 70% of them spend time on the notorious 

web board, 2Chan (2 ).128 Netto-uyoku also tend to be more xenophobic than the general 

population, and to be particularly anti-Korean.129 The sites created by the loose coalition of the 

Netto-uyoku focus on a number of different themes, from alleging that the Abe government is 

engaged in a conspiracy to work against them130 to apologia claiming that they are normal 

individuals who simply wish for the best for their homeland.131 Some of these sites also post 

anti-Netto-uyoku materials, such as the caricatures below (Figures Eleven, Twelve, Thirteen and 

Fourteen). This demonstrates the willingness of members of the Netto-uyoku to hunt down 

oppositional materials and refute these statements within their own community. Netto-uyoku 

create their own digital communities where norms and ideology are replicated and reinforced.  

Figure Eleven, Twelve132 and Thirteen:133 The Anti Netto-uyoku Caricatures Reposted on a 
Netto-uyoku Blog 
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Figure Fourteen: A Caricature of the Same Collection Reposted in an Anti-Netto-uyoku 

Post134 

 

 However, as Netto-uyoku consist largely of young to middle aged males who are digitally 

literate, a substantial proportion of them are also manga consumers. As discussed below, digital 

fan culture has an abiding interest in analyzing the potential interpretations of popular manga 

series. In particular, Attack on Titan has a vibrant community that discusses potential nationalist 

overtones in the series in great detail. For example, one poster on a website dedicated to a 

discussion of the series collected a number of articles discussing whether or not the series 

possesses a revisionist nationalist perspective so this topic could be debated in depth by the 
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pseudonymous posters who visit the site.135 Another website created a list of manga series that 

are offensive to members of the Netto-uyoku, so that readers could shift their consumption to 

these series rather than those preferred by the digital right.136  

Manga-ron 

 Manga artists and critics have noted that there are numerous ways in which one can 

consume a text. The majority of readers are simply looking for an interesting and engaging story, 

but there is a sizable minority that approaches a text looking for layers of meaning. Manga, in 

particular, offers a number of potential approaches as readers can focus on art style, 

characterization, use of movement, the narrative, and the use or subversion of tropes, in addition 

to numerous other facets. This medium facilitates Database Culture and approaches, and the fan 

community encourages interrogation and debate.137 Even the study of and debate about manga as 

a larger social phenomenon involve self-professed fans and artists, and can be contentious and 

self-reflexive.138 Many of the influential commentators derive from the ranks of ardent readers 

who speak of their own interest in the medium and use their own knowledge of the fan 

community to inform their observations. Itō Gō, the writer of Tezuka Izu Deddo, noted how this 

complex intertwining of readers, producers, and commentators could complicate discussions. 

Critics of a series or an author risk alienating fans, as series are often viewed as a part of their 

personality and criticism are taken as personal slights. Itō believed that this minefield potentially 
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obscured the beginnings of cultural shifts that would only later become apparent – such as the 

shift away from story-focused to character-focused works.139 Itō noted that he was drawn into the 

study of manga through his interaction with manga artists.140 

 Database Culture and the study of Otaku141 overlap heavily with the study of manga, 

which is termed manga-ron ( ) in Japan. Much of this is due to the low threshold for entry 

into manga publishing in Japan, although earning a livable income as an artist in a saturated 

market is much more challenging. Several major artists began their careers as self-published 

creators and the well-established trade networks among fans, such as conventions where artists 

could rent stalls to sell cheaply published books to other fans, flourished in an online 

environment. Fanworks fit easily into the Database Culture, with fans producing works 

according to often increasingly narrow and specific niches. Azuma noted that the boundaries 

between culture and subculture in fan culture are blurred, and major manga-ron authors like 

Ōtsuka Eiji can have a massive influence on how fans perceive themselves and consume 

media.142  

 Manga itself is now only a small portion of the industry built around it. Ōtsuka called this 

interdependency on multiple media and texts ‘transmedia storytelling’ (

). Fans rely on vast fictional worlds around the texts that they enjoy, much of 

this being peer-created and maintained, that are transmitted over a myriad of platforms and 
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itineration.143 Itō argued that manga-ron itself was becoming obsolete, as the medium itself is no 

longer of interest when compared to the ways in which it is consumed and altered by fans. He 

argues that the field is rather now developing into Otaku-ron.144 Azuma is perhaps the foremost 

scholar of this phenomenon with his work on Database Culture; however, Kayama noted that 

national identity is now being expressed through the consumption of popular media.145  

 

Selection Criteria   

 Manga is one of the most broadly consumed forms of literature among younger readers in 

Japan. In this respect, publishing of manga alone accounts for approximately three billion dollars 

in revenue per year and, for many publishers, is one of their primary sources of income. The 

industry is based on scale, with the greater number of series published a year resulting in the 

greatest amount of profit.146 The three largest manga publishers, namely Kodansha, Shueisha and 

Shogakukan, are responsible for a majority of title publications per year, which still does not 

include the countless other, relatively smaller, publishing houses and printing presses. However, 

this work will focus on three examples of the medium. Therefore, the number of series analyzed 

in this paper is miniscule when compared to the vast number of potential titles and the diversity 

of genres that could be represented. Additionally, while there are many manga that are targeted 

at an older audience, the majority of manga series target young male readership. 
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 As a result, the series selected are all in the shōnen/seinen147 manga categories that are 

geared toward young male readers. Also, war manga itself was excluded from the selection. War 

manga is a popular genre that often explicitly focused on the experiences of soldiers, sailors, and 

airmen of the Asia Pacific War. For example, the late manga-ka Mizuki Shigeru wrote several 

series that were partially inspired by his own service in Southeast Asia during the 1940’s. 

Nakazawa Keiji’s semi-auto-biographical work, Barefoot Gen, recounts his experiences as a 

child in Hiroshima. Meanwhile, Kawaguchi Kaiji’s work, Zipang, even adds a fantasy element to 

the genre, by having contemporary Japanese sailors transported back in time to fight in the Battle 

of Midway. However, these series all explicitly deal with aspects of the Dark Valley and the Asia 

Pacific War. All manga created by Kobayashi Yoshinori were automatically excluded as they are 

overtly didactic. 

Like the readers in the aforementioned Bukh study, these works are not approached 

uncritically and their influence on individual perceptions of the war may thereby be limited. A 

follow up study performed by Bukh replicated these results, however, as discussed above, it 

discovered that manga that re-envisioned the period in a way that was sympathetic towards 

revisionist history, but was pure narrative rather than a political tract, were viewed as realistic 

portrayals of history. When confronted with a text that re-framed the debate on the northern 

territories disputed by Japan and Russia as a personal tragedy, students felt that they had gained a 

valuable perspective on the issue that possessed no political slant.148 A sublimated form that 

differs from the common historical perspective thereby can have a dramatic effect that would not 
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be replicated by forms that confront the topic directly. To avoid this potential confounding 

factor, only series within the analogous fantasy-action genre were selected as they must, by their 

nature, sublimate potential historical references rather than re-creating them directly. As a result, 

historical manga, senki-mono, gakushū, and mecha titles were excluded due to their known links 

to the period. Fantasy series, as the apparent successor to the mecha genre for sublimated war 

narratives, thereby provide the selected titles.  

 A vital aspect of the series that impacted selection was the series profile in the popular 

mind. Potential titles were selected or discarded according to their relative popularity, with 

obscure titles rejected in favor of best sellers. Image alliances and multi-media platforms were 

also essential to the selection of particular series. The majority of popular manga series have also 

been adapted into anime series for Japanese television networks. Those that are successful are 

also licensed and translated for international markets to further bolster profits and sales.  It was a 

common practice in the 1990’s for Japanese animation studios to dump unprofitable titles at low 

cost abroad to recoup losses. But this practice has largely ceased due to the often bi-lingual, 

internationally interlinked networks of fans that share information on recent releases. Now 

successful titles are more likely to receive an international release with duds failing to obtain 

overseas distribution. However, in order to do that, these series had to be licensed to major 

international distributors such as the US-based company Funimation. In order to be selected, 

potential candidates required an overseas, licensed release. Each of the series selected also had a 

video game version as further evidence of their ubiquity in the media marketplace. 

 Another important factor considered was the length of manga series. For example, the 

series, Highschool of the Dead, was initially considered for selection, despite its lack of an 

associated video game, due to its popularity. However, the series has been suspended multiple 
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times since its initial run and has substantially fewer collected editions (7 tankobon editions 

compared to the 24-27 volumes of the three series chosen. The horror-fantasy manga of the artist 

Ito Junji were also excluded due to their brevity. In addition, Highschool of the Dead and Ito’s 

work differed both thematically and in setting from the other potential selections. The popular 

series Code Geass was also excluded as the manga followed the anime series. Due to the low 

initial investment, manga titles are more likely to take narrative risks.In order to remove this 

complication, only series set in an historical fantasy universe made the final selection. 

Ultimately, among the remaining choices, the completed series, Fullmetal Alchemist and 

Claymore, as well as the ongoing series, Attack on Titan, were ultimately selected. 

 

Fullmetal Alchemist (  2001-2010) 

 The oldest of the three series selected is Fullmetal Alchemist; a fantasy-shōnen manga 

serialized in Monthly Shonen Gangan over the course of nine years. Created by Hokkaido-born 

manga-ka comic artist and writer Arakawa Hiromu, it is her only major fantasy series and 

longest-running work. She has since gone on to write several more; however, these have not 

been able to replicate the success or the length of Fullmetal Alchemist. Arakawa, like many other 

manga-ka, releases little personal information about herself publicly. In later works, she 

personified herself as a milk cow and made major personal announcements in press releases that 

took the form of short comics (See Figure One). Arakawa does write on her experience as a 

daughter of Hokkaido-based dairy farmers and, in her last two series, has worked to expose her 

urban readers to the ways that the life-ways of rural farmers differ from their own. This can be 

seen as one of many manga series in the last decade that have sought to improve the image of 
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Japanese agriculture during a period where it appears to be in a precipitous decline.149 However, 

unlike some of the manga-ka discussed below, she has never explicitly stated an interest in 

national defense or military history. 

Figure One150 

 
 Fullmetal Alchemist is set in a low-fantasy alternate reality, where a fascist state called 

Amestris has created a military-industrial complex relying on the work of state-supported 

alchemists. As Amestris is in a perpetual state of conflict, these alchemists are used as both front-

line shock troops and developers of new weaponry. The majority of the populace of Amestris is 

rural, relatively impoverished, disempowered, and resentful of officials of the central state while 

remaining deeply nationalistic. This mirrors the situation in 1930’s Japan; however, the setting 

itself is visually analogous to the Weimar Republic and the later Nazi state. The leader of 

Amestris holds the title of Fuhrer and his cabinet consists solely of personnel holding military 

ranks. The main cast of Amestris-born characters all possess German or pseudo-German names. 

Phone tapping, secret police, and internal surveillance are both common and entirely expected 
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within that state and even the major cities of Amestris follow the style of Fascist Architecture 

(See Figures Two and Three). 

Figure Two - Central Headquarters of the Amestris Military  

 
Figure Three - Neue Reichkanzlei in Berlin (1939) 151 

 
 The narrative follows the characters Edward and Alphonse Elric. Like many characters in 

shōnen action series, they are teenaged orphans with mysterious backstories who seek to advance 

themselves through mastery of a specific skill that has a clear system of ranks and progress. Both 

of them are physically deformed, due to a failed attempt to use alchemy to resurrect their late 

mother, with Edward missing his dominant arm and Alphonse losing his physical form in its 

entirety. The siblings join the state alchemist corps with the goal of using state resources to 

reform Alphonse’s body, as he only has a tenuous corporeal existence through a decaying link to 

a derelict suit of armor. The series begins with them on a didactic, yet comical, adventure in an 

exotic location where they thumb their noses at a symbol of adult authority. It is only after a 
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child character, Nina Tucker, is merged with her dog into a grotesque chimera and then brutally 

murdered by an anti-alchemy terrorist (See Figure Four), that this series begins to subvert 

traditional expectations and narrative beats typical of the shōnen action-adventure genre. 

Traditionally, the results of violence and gore are not explicitly shown in shōnen manga and, 

until this point, there was little warning that this series would veer into detail more commonly 

seen in seinen manga. This chapter also began the blurring of the shōnen/seinen genres, as more 

manga artists began to play with the tropes and expectations of genre.  

Figure Four - The Three Phases of Nina Tucker152 

       
The terrorist responsible for the death of Nina Tucker and her father, uncreatively dubbed 

as Scar due to prominent facial scarring, belonged to the religious/ethnic minority of Amestris 

(Ishvalan). This minority had long been the target of prejudice and lived in designated areas 

outside of the main population centers. Approximately five to ten years prior to events of the 

main narrative, this ethnic minority had been targeted for ethnic cleansing by the central state. 

State alchemists were used as blitz troops and survivors were then rounded up into ghettos. 

Edward and Alphonse, in their attempts to apprehend Scar, uncovered a massive conspiracy 

within the central state that triggered conflict to lead Amestris into a perpetual state of war and 

paranoia. 
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Edward and Alphonse’s superior officer, Roy Mustang, was one of the many officers 

who participated in the massacre of unarmed civilians during the Ishvalan campaign. 

Disillusioned in the state, horrified by their own actions and guilt-ridden, he and his fellow 

officers also sought to uncover the reasons behind the actions in Ishval and attempted to reform 

the state from within. Eventually, their investigations converged when a state laboratory was 

found to contain dozens of human-based chimeras and a homunculus. It was revealed that the 

non-human homunculi controlled Amestris through a puppet government of self-interested 

bureaucrats and high-ranking military officers. The homunculi were working to create a massive 

alchemical array which, when triggered, would annihilate the human population of Amestris but 

allow them to increase their own numbers and lengthen their lives. In turn, Mustang, along with 

a northern division of the military and several other middle-ranking, young officers, conspired to 

topple the homunculi in a violent coup d’état that paralyzed the capital of the state in a counter-

factually successful version of the February 26th Incident.  

The series was also twice adapted into an anime series with a life action adaptation 

scheduled for release in 2017. The first series dramatically diverged from the manga, due to 

differences in the production schedule. As a result, Arakawa allegedly informed the producers of 

this first anime series about her intended ending so that they could create a narrative arch and 

climax that differed greatly from her own work. This served two purposes: preventing manga 

readers from being ‘spoiled;’ and to prevent the audience from abandoning the main series when 

the underlying conspiracy driving the narrative was revealed. This anime is a notable contrast in 

both themes and in remaining relatively close to the original tone of the manga. While the 

characters still work against a cabal of homunculi entrenched in the government, the homunculi 

do not compromise the state to the same level. Additionally, Edward is transported into Germany 
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in 1923 and works to thwart the Thule Society. This occult-minded group was founded shortly 

after the First World War and had close connections to the Nazi Party. The second series hewed 

closely to the original manga run and was produced several years later, allowing the end of the 

TV series to more closely match the dénouement of the manga series.  

 

Claymore (  2001-2014) 

 Claymore ran for over a decade in manga magazines published by the major publishing 

house Shueisha, beginning with the now canceled Monthly Shonen Jump and ending in Weekly 

Shonen Jump. The latter magazine was broadly distributed, with Claymore’s publication run 

overlapping with several other major titles produced by other manga-ka, such as Inuyasha, by 

Takahashi Rumiko, and One Piece, by Oda Eiichiro. Of the three series selected, Claymore was 

the least successful, perhaps overshadowed by the success of Takahashi’s and Oda’s series. 

While it appeared on the same best-selling charts as Fullmetal Alchemist, it never achieved the 

broad popularity of, or outsold, Arakawa’s series and consequently, the total number of sales of 

Claymore’s collected volumes remains under ten million.153 The series was written by the 

manga-ka Yagi Norihiro, who previously received critical praise for a short manga written a 

decade prior to the premiere of Claymore. Despite his initial success, Yagi is also the least 

known of the three artists highlighted in this paper as he has only published three titles over the 

entire course of his career. 

 Set in a fantasy universe inspired by medieval Central Europe, Claymore followed a 

group of young, female fighters who battled against the seemingly supernatural creatures called 
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Yoma. These creatures attacked and fed on the human population. Capable of shape shifting, the 

Yoma often masqueraded as their human victims in order to freely feed on the population of 

entire towns. The population that the Claymore served openly resented these women, as they 

themselves were half-Yoma and possessed unnaturally colored eyes. Additionally, their services 

could only be hired at an exorbitant cost that many of the subsistence level villages could not 

afford. Claymore were created and trained by a mysterious institution, dubbed as the 

Organization; it kept their fighters perpetually on the move and placed them in open competition 

against one another.  

 The series begins with a minor village hiring a Claymore to kill a Yoma that had killed 

several villagers over the course of a month. The Claymore arrived within several days and was 

able to easily dispatch the Yoma, posing as the older brother of a teenage boy named Raki, within 

a day. Raki, as the brother of one of the Yoma’s first victims, was shunned by his natal village 

and decided to follow the Claymore as a means of repaying her for killing his brother’s 

murderer. For reasons not initially clear, this Claymore, named Claire, allowed him to follow her 

for several months. Eventually, Raki discovered that the Organization forbade Claymore to 

handle money or negotiate with the villages that hired their services. The Organization also 

required Claymore to regularly dispatch their colleagues, as the same phenomenon that gave 

them the strength and agility to fight the seemingly supernatural beings also contaminated their 

tissue and, eventually, led to the devolution of Claymore into cannibals. This process was called 

an ‘Awakening,’ which Claire began to suffer from early on in the series. Claire and Raki 

worked together to conceal this development from the Organization. However, her handler 

became suspicious and began sending her on increasingly dangerous missions with the goal of 

causing her death.  
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 On one of these missions, Claire encountered several other Claymores who were also 

disguising their partially ‘Awakened’ state. As a group, these Claymores were sent to 

exterminate a creature that was revealed to be an ‘Awakening Being’; a Claymore from the early 

history of the Organization who has lost her humanity, along with her weaker ‘Awakened’ male 

consort. This caused Claire and her associates to discover that the Organization originally created 

only male Claymore, but switched to female fighters as they were considered more tractable and 

less likely to reach ‘Awakening’ in high stress situations. When they realize that they are being 

sent on progressively more suicidal missions, Claire and eight other Claymore fake their deaths 

midway through the series in order to plan a coup against the Organization. They returned a 

decade later, capable of controlling their ‘Awakened’ state and begin the recruitment of younger 

Claymore to their cause. 

 Claire and her fellow rebels discover that their world is actually a self-sufficient testing 

ground for biological weapons. The Organization create the Yoma in a laboratory, using human 

males who are either kidnapped from the island or are prisoners of war, in order to simulate the 

soldiers fielded by their opponents, while the Claymore are selected from the many female 

orphans purposefully created by the Organization, as beta tests for massive ‘Awakened Beings’, 

which, when stripped of their personalities, could be used as devastating weapons. It is notable 

that at no time are the Claymore interested in leaving the confines of the island where these tests 

are being undertaken, nor are they particularly keen on participating in the total war that they are 

unknowing part of. Rather, they seek to expel members of the Organization from the island and 

remain a self-contained state. At the end of the series, the Claymore take the ruling position once 

held by the Organization and begin to share power with the island’s main religious authority. At 
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the end of the series, the young officer’s coup has allowed for an island nation to obtain 

sovereignty from colonizing international powers and establish a benevolent dictatorship. 

 

Attack on Titan (  2009-Present) 

 The last of the series selected is the currently on-going franchise called Attack on Titan. 

The most successful of the three, Attack on Titan has developed into a massive, multi-media 

franchise that includes a manga prequel series, multiple auxiliary manga series, two separate 

television series (one being a parody set in a grade-school), two live action films with their own 

tie-ins, a stage musical that was canceled when a stunt coordinator was killed during rehearsals, 

as well as various video games, several light novels, and vast quantities of merchandise. The 

series runs with moderate regularity in the weekly Bessatsu Shonen Magazine published by 

Kodansha. This series has essentially become a media institution of its own and generates both 

massive interest and profits.  

 Attack on Titan is the first series created by Isayama Hajime, who, when compared to 

Arakawa and Oda, possesses a high public profile. This has been a mixed blessing for Isayama, 

who received thousands of death threats after revealing on his blog that the character Dot Pixis 

was based on Russo-Japanese War era admiral Akiyama Yoshifuru. This controversy was 

reignited after he confirmed that the character Mikasa was named after the battleship of the same 

name (See Figures Five and Six). There were also allegations that a private Twitter account that 

questioned accounts of Japanese wartime atrocities in China belonged to Isayama under a 

pseudonym. It is likely that these not yet-confirmed rumors are true, as Isayama is known for 

being deeply interested in pre-1945 military actions and admires controversial figures such as 
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Admiral Akiyama, whose participation in the colonization of Korea and the Russo-Japanese War 

is a source of ire in the Korean fan community.154 

Figure Five – The Livedoor Post in which Isayama Confirms the Speculation Concerning 
Akiyama155 

 
Figure Six – The Live Door Post in which Isayama Confirms Speculation Concerning 

Mikasa156 

 
 The backlash against these announcements was swift. Due to its popularity among manga 

readers in Japan, Attack on Titan is scanned, translated into multiple languages, and posted on 

multiple websites by communities of fans who volunteer time, and sometimes even money, to 

distribute new chapters within twenty-four hours or less of its publication in Japan, often in 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
154 Ashcraft 2013. 
155 Isayama, Hajime. "Genzaishinkouchuu no kurorekishi." : Koushin ga todokotte suimasen! Henjishimasu!. N.p., 4 
Oct. 2010. Web. 
156 Isayama, Hajime. "Genzaishinkouchuu no kurorekishi." : Net no kankyou ga totonoimashitanode saikaishimasu. 
N.p., 29 Aug. 2011. Web. 
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multiple languages. This process, called scanlation, is a common practice among international 

readers in the United States and South Korea and is generally accepted by publishers and artists 

in Japan as a form of free advertisement. These same groups also closely follow Isayama’s blog, 

as his commentary on fan speculation and spoilers draws in many visitors. However, this meant 

that Isayama’s comments were quickly spread to less favorable audiences worldwide. Criticisms 

and death threats in Japanese, English, and Korean were anonymously posted in a number of 

different digital forums. A counter-movement in support of Isayama was mustered in response to 

these fans (See Figures Seven and Eight). Isayama’s courting of controversy may be a clever 

method of ensuring high interest level of his fans at all times. In a similar manner, the authors of 

Highschool of the Dead also drew in readers through the use of extreme nationalist rhetoric in 

their work, which also garnered threats. Like the Sato Brothers, Isayama may also be entirely 

sincere in his opinions. By remaining coy, these authors are able to retain a wide audience that 

would be repelled by a clearly expressed position on the controversies that surround their series, 

which serve as a form of gratis advertising.  

Figure Seven – A Collection of Japanese Language Death Threats157 

 
Figure Eight – Japanese Language Counter-Comment158 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
157 "Shingeki no kyojin no sakusha Isayama Hajime shi ni taisuru hankouyokokuu. Koushiki blog... – Yokoku 
in." Shingeki no kyojin no sakusha Isayama Hajime shi ni taisuru hankouyokokuu. Koushiki blog... – Yokoku in. 
N.p., 28 June 2013. Web. 
158 Isayama, Hajime, and Snufkin. "Genzaishinkoushuu no kurorekishi." : Genkouga. N.p., 2 July 2013. Web.  
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Figure Nine – English Language Counter-Comment159 

 
 Attack on Titan, like Claymore, is set in a pre-modern, high fantasy universe. Like 

Claymore and Fullmetal Alchemist, the characters discovered that their government is the 

creation of a cabal of high-ranking military officers and oligarchs who actively work against the 

common good and must be removed by high-minded, middle-ranking young officers. The state 

that these officers served was constantly under attack from foreign powers and existed in a state 

of perpetual war. Similar to Claymore, the world of Attack on Titan is discovered to be pre-

industrial due to the machinations of a technologically superior, outside power.  

In Attack on Titan, the human society existed inside of three concentric walls, until the 

sudden appearance of Titans; a race of giant and invulnerable humanoids that devoured and then 

vomited up their human victims. Within the walls, society perpetually dwelled on the precipice 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
159 Ashcraft 2013.  
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of a Malthusian collapse, such that the wealthy and well-connected elite, consisting of the 

monarch and his court (living within the innermost walls) had complete access to both daily 

necessities and luxuries, while the second circle held most of the societies’ industrial capabilities 

and primitive news services and the outer-most ring consisted of largely agrarian small holders. 

Each ring contained several walled smaller cities, whose population was intended to act as bait in 

the case of a breach of the walls (See Figure Ten). At the start of the series, it was the general 

belief of the population that the walls had remained un-breached for just over a century when a 

section was suddenly destroyed by a mysterious Titan. Later, it is revealed that their state is in 

reality threatened by a human power, Marley, across the sea from their island. 

Figure Ten – The Walls After the Breach160  

 
 

 The series revolved around the characters of Eren Yeager, a young man who was 

revealed to have the ability to transform into a mutated form of Titan, his adoptive sister, Mikasa 

Ackerman, who was the last known person of Asian descent within the Walls, and Armin Alert 

who, in the most recent chapter, was forcibly transformed into a Titan and devoured a former 

friend in order to obtain the ability to shift freely between forms. After the fall of Wall Maria, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
160 Isayama 2012, 93. 
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they became refugees within Wall Rose and joined the military, as it was the only means of 

social advancement and had the additional benefit of regular meals when majority of the 

population dealt with regular scarcity and poverty. The three main characters are able to join the 

Survey Corps, the only branch of the military focused on exploration of the regions beyond the 

Walls and the reclamation of lost territory within Wall Maria.  

 After Eren’s transformation into a Titan, the Survey Corps began to realize that there was 

a larger conspiracy at work and that the state and the church were colluding to prevent its 

discovery. The abnormal Titans were discovered to be foreign plants from Marley with the goal 

of massacring the human remnant within the Walls. It was revealed that Church was hiding the 

true nature of the walls from the people, as the walls were developed and constructed around 

abnormal Titans. However, the greatest threat to the Survey Corps came from the central state 

itself. The monarchy was a figurehead for an oligarchy within the core walls who had repeatedly 

wiped out the memory of those within the Walls. This group was also responsible for the 

extermination of the population of Japanese descent, as they were immune to the mind-wipe. In 

an event reminiscent of the February 26th Incident, the middle-ranks of the Survey Corps staged a 

coup and replaced the figurehead monarch with one that was sympathetic to their cause and then 

began to work to expand the territory of their nation. 

 

Fan Responses to the Series 

 Due to the popularity of Attack on Titan, as well as the fact that it is an on-going series, it 

has the largest, active digital fan community of the three series selected. For several years after 

its initial publication, Fullmetal Alchemist had an active BBS board where fans exchanged 
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information on incidentals such as background music, commonplace fan discussions on favorite 

characters, and on fan theories.202 Another BBS had a section dedicated to the sharing of 

fanart.203 However, while they are still hosted, these boards are no longer active. Claymore has a 

BBS board hosted through the same casphy BBS204 service as the above mentioned Fullmetal 

Alchemist BBS board. This board, despite the fact that, of the three, is the least popular series 

and has been completed for several years, still has activity.205 Attack on Titan, in addition to 

several active BBS boards, also has a vibrant dōjinshi (self-published manga, a type of fanwork 

popular in Japan) community. The majority of these works are erotic.206 These are all typical fan 

sites that one would normally find around any series or artist with a sizable base. However, it is 

the reception of these series, particularly the massively popular Attack on Titan, which 

demonstrates that these series have moved beyond fan recreation and into fan criticism. 

 Attack on Titan has a digital reputation for possessing a potential sympathy for revisionist 

historical narratives that posit that the Imperial Japanese military exerted a positive influence on 

history. This has been noted by Korean fans who spotted the similarities between the characters 

in the manga and historical figures as well as tweets from an account believed to be the artist’s 

that expressed a belief in revisionist history.207 As a result, there are numerous pages dedicated to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
202 "Hagane no renkinjyutsushi keijiban." Hagane no renkinjyutsushi keijiban - Casphy. Casphy, n.d. Web. 
203Hagane no renkinjyutsushi. "Hagane no renkinjyutsushi kouryuu saito Hagarennet." Hagane no renkinjyutsushi 
kouryuu saito Hagarennet. N.p., n.d. Web. 
204 This is an online web forum, not unlike Reddit or 2chan. 
205 "CLAYMORE Keijiban." CLAYMORE Keijiban - Casphy. Casphy, n.d. Web. 
206 The website for heterosexual dōjinshi: "Shingeki no kyojin doujinshi." Shingeki no kyojin doujinshi | Muryou 
dojinshi Dojin appuppu. N.p., n.d. Web. The website for homosexual (the genre is also known as Boys Love in 
Japan): Boys Library.  BL , n.d. Web. The following website acts as a clearinghouse for both, 
but focuses primarily on Boys Love: "Shingeki no kyojin doujinshi ichiran."Shingeki no kyojin doujinshi 
(catergory) | Muryou doujinshi doujinfree. N.p., n.d. Web. 
207 Copies of these tweets have been largely expunged from Japanese-language sources. However, due to the global 
nature of contemporary fan communities, screenshots and translations of these tweets still exist within the English-
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questioning this and examining the works for supporting evidence. There have been several 

pieces published on web-magazines that opined on the issue. A J-Cast article reported that 

Korean fans had interpreted the Giants in the series as representing international powers 

surrounding a symbolic Japan that is enclosed by a wall, rather than an ocean, a fantasy version 

of the ABCD Line. The writer noted that this interpretation is given credence by the Abe 

government’s loosening of the restrictions placed on the Self Defense Force.208 Another 

journalist opined it was not provable that the artist intended for his work to be read as 

sympathetic to the militarist Right in Japan, and emboldens readers to be more overt in their pro-

military or nationalist sentiments.209 The JB Press ran an article responding to an NHK program 

that discussed the popularity and controversy over Attack on Titan in Korea. The article noted 

again that many in Korea view the walled community in the series as an analogue for Japan, with 

the century of peace representing a repressive, postwar period.210 An article in the Japanese 

language page of the Huffington Post noted that the series had become popular in China, with a 

much different interpretation: the giants are the Communist Party devouring the embattled 

population.211 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
speaking fan community. The tweet that caused the greatest controversy among Korean fans argued that the 
demonization of soldiers involved in the colonization of Korea was unfair and not analogous to Nazi actions in 
Eastern Europe. Seldommusings 2016. 
208“Shingeki no kyojin’ ni kankoku nechizun ga nankuse ‘Nihon no gunkokusyugiraisan’ ‘Kyokuu seijika ga 
overlap’.” J-CAST News. J-CAST News, June 6, 2013. Web. 
209 "Column. Nihon no manga”Shingeki no kyojin” syndrome 2. "Column. Nihon no manga”Shingeki no kyojin” 
syndrome 2 | Joongang Ilbo | Chuounippou. Chuounippou nihongoban, 17 July 2013. Web. 
210Yeonhee, Ann. "Shingeki no kyojin ga gunkokusyuginihon o hukkatsusaseru? | JBpress (Nihon business press)." 
JBpress (Nihon business press). Japan Business Press, 4 Sept. 2013. Web. 
211Synodos hensyubu. "Naze watashitachiniwa Chugoku ga ‘Kyoui’ ni mierunoka “Nihon to Chugoku, 

‘datsukindai’no yuuwaku” chosha Kajitani Kai shi interview. The Huffington Post. The Huffington Post, 12 Aug. 
2015. Web. 
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 Fans have also put up posts on the topic. BBS boards on Attack on Titan have debated the 

issue and, as mentioned above, Twitter was the vector for a variety of threats and calumny. A 

poster on a Yahoo!Japan Ask thread argued that the series was militarist propaganda and 

demeaned women through its sexist portrayal of female characters serving as the auxiliaries to 

the more proactive male characters. Several commentators reacted negatively, some disputing 

the interpretation entirely. One claimed that Japan had the right to self-defense in the case of 

attack and, as a result, the interpretation may be accurate but not negative.212 An aggregator site 

for 2chan, a popular BBS board, posted an argument that Korean criticism of the series is simply 

an outgrowth of hostility towards Japan on the part of its neighbors.213 Another site posted the 

above-mentioned JB-Press article and elaborated on several aspects of the series that they found 

personally disturbing, such as the use of Gen. Aki and the battleship Mikasa as inspiration as 

well as the German-language theme song of the anime adaptation. A following poster added that 

nationalist and militarism have been a theme found in many manga series following the success 

of Battleship Yamato. Another resurrected the Dark Valley argument that the real enemies of the 

nation are government bureaucrats while another claimed that Koreans are hypersensitive.214 

This case demonstrates the interlinking of traditional press sources, fan culture, and 

contemporary fan communities. 

 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
212 Fuji_children. "’Shingeki no kyojin’ toiu sabukaru no sakusyanoburogu ga arasaretayoudesuga naiyou o mite 
sonoriyuu ga wakarimashita. Nihon no anime no ukeika wa sudenihajimatteirunodesyouka?." Yahoo! Chiebukuro. 
N.p., 10 June 2013. Web. 
213Kage no takeshigundan ρ. "Kankoku kondo wa ‘kyokuumangagari’ ‘Shingeki no kyojin, Meitantei Konan, 
Onepiece wa nihon no gunkokusyugi o sanbishiteiru’. "Itai news 2 channel. Blog.livedoor.jp, 8 Nov. 2013. Web. 
214 "Kankokujin ‘Shingeki no kyojin’ ga gunkokusyuginihon o hukkatsusaseru." Hosyusokuhou. 
Http://hosyusokuhou.jp, 4 Sept. 2013. Web. 



! 66!

 

 

Conclusion 

 These three series share several themes and tropes that link them to the events of the 

Dark Valley in Japan. The paranoia, economic depression, predominance of the military, and the 

constant desire for a coup against a government perceived as corrupt are traits shared by both the 

historical record and the manga series in question. When Mishima Yukio wrote and then directed 

his work that depicted the February 26th Incident, Patriotism, in the 1960’s, he was vehemently 

criticized, it being said that he had romanticized a group of fanatics that led their country into a 

war, decimating its population in the process. Television series, movies, and manga that focused 

on the Imperial era-armed forces would often have a freethinker as the protagonist set against the 

radical members of the military elite that bear the responsibilities for any atrocities committed. 

However, when set in a fantasy universe, young officers rebelling against the state and, in its 

place, creating a militarily controlled government were deemed heroic. Through an in-depth 

analysis of the texts themselves and their comparison to the history in question, perhaps the 

romance of this cause among contemporary youth can be better understood. 

 If these works impact the popular perception of the period, changing the radical young 

officers and the perceived need for outward expansion as the root of national suffering and 

shifting the blame for Japan’s crushing defeat at the end of the Asia-Pacific War on a cabal of 

elites within the state and the mindless masses of manipulated civilians, then the cultural checks 

on the active deployment of the Japanese Self Defense Force and an aggressive stance towards 

potential rivals may be weakened. While many may adhere to the established historical narrative 
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of Victim’s History and those forwarded by the many Peace Museums that dot Japan, a well-

coordinated minority can have an impact on state policy. The ability of such groups can already 

be seen in the recent changes in SDF policy proposed by the Abe administration. Fan 

communities, otaku, and netto-uyoku are grass-root level groups that already possess established 

channels of communication and collective action. These three groups also overlap and share 

interests. With the success of the three series analyzed in this work, and the changes seen in the 

genre as a whole, demonstrates a popular sympathy and attraction to these pseudo-revisionist 

narratives that can have a disproportionate impact on the wider society. 

 Notably, the suspicion of state elites that run through these series is common in 

contemporary Japanese popular fantasy and science fiction series. However, this suspicion does 

not extend to the military. Part of this may be the allure of having characters within the system 

act against it, such as the characters Misato and Kenji behave in the popular series Neon Genesis 

Evangelion. Additionally, the military provides characters with an established context. Rather 

than creating a background and motivation for a character, a military-style organization gives a 

readily accessible frame – a narrative shorthand, requiring little effort on the part of either the 

creator or the reader. Pseudo-military organizations can be part of even non-military, primarily 

supernatural action series, such as Noragami,224 BLEACH,225 and Soul Eater226 as a form of 

accessible world building. However, since the March 11th Triple Disaster, the Japanese Self 

Defense Force and its quick reaction greatly enhanced its public profile, while the state itself is 

viewed as slow-acting and unequal to the task of mitigating high levels of youth unemployment, 

economic malaise, disconnection from the general population, and perceived international 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
224 Adachitoka. Noragami. Kodansha, 2010 – Present. 
225 Kubo, Tite. BLEACH. Shuesha, 2001-2016 
226 Ōkubo, Atsushi. Soul Eater. Square Enix, 2004-2013. 
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weakness. This shift has already been encapsulated in film, such as the most recent addition to 

the Gojira film franchise. Negative opinions of politicians and bureaucrats can exist 

simultaneously with a positive outlook of the military, despite that even though they are different 

limbs of the same body. Even a government that aligns with the goals of the revisionists can still 

be the object of loathing due to perception that their actions are forever too little too late.  
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Chapter Two 

War and Military as Salvation 

Introduction 

A core part of the highlighted texts is the importance of difficult military training for the 

overall personal development of the characters. The earliest of the three series, namely Fullmetal 

Alchemist, included an elongated flashback that delineated the level of hardship faced by the two 

Elric brothers to enhance their development as alchemists and fighters. Originating from a 

modest rural background with no familial support, they had no other means of completing their 

studies other than undergoing strenuous training in the military meted out by their female 

instructor. When compared to memoirs and testimony given by members of the Imperial 

Japanese military, this experience was typical. The form and expectations of military service in 

contemporary manga replicates repeatedly. That the Asia-Pacific War was the last period of 

mass conscription in Japanese history, and service in the Self Defense Force uncommon, is likely 

the reason for its lingering influence on the popular imagination. 

 Claymores’ training is seen in a short flashback, but the difficulty of that training is 

underscored by the high number of students who die during the course of their training. In order 

to absorb the Yoma energy that empowers the women to fight the seemingly supernatural 

creatures, they are physically mutilated and emotionally strained to ensure their compliance, 

which only the most powerful trainees can achieve (See Figure One and Two). Claymores often 

work alone and are widely shunned, resulting in the few meaningful connections that they may 

possess occurring during their training. However, a significant number of trainees do not survive 

and the few that manage to live to adulthood rarely meet their training cohort again. The one 
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exception is when a Claymore is sent a ‘black card’, that is a request for execution. Claymore 

who are making the inevitable transformation into a Yoma, an insatiable monster, will request 

that another Claymore who they trust or respect is sent to their communal graveyard and act as 

the transforming Claymore’s executioner. In the first volume, Claire receives the black card from 

her only living childhood friend and promptly dispatches her to the horror of her ward Raki. The 

level of emotional trauma is further exacerbated by the internal conflict and competition between 

different Claymores, a state of constant tension and strain that eventually results in either their 

death in combat or by assisted suicide.  

Figure One: Claire Asks for her Mother Figure’s Head to be Inserted into her Body227 

 
Figure Two: Claire Killing her Awakened Friend on Request228 
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227 Yagi 2012 (vol. 5), 98-99. 
228 Yagi 2012 (vol. 1), 182-183. 
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 Attack on Titan also contains a training sequence, which has been placed as a central part 

of the main narrative, rather than a series of flashbacks. Similar to the previous series, the 

training sequence embodies themes of physical and psychological trauma, severe competition, 

and violence as trainees are starved and physically persecuted for minor violations by petty and 

vicious commanding officers. In a society filled with destitution and penury, the only mode of 

social advancement for the rural population lies within the military services, which requires 

undergoing tough training and competition. The reoccurrence of this narrative within these series 

can be paralleled with the rigorous education system in Japan that allows for the ranking of its 

students, sometimes publicly, and the strenuous and competitive yearly exams for matriculation 

into elite schools.229 Therefore, the young audiences of these series can understand and 

empathize with the difficult situations being faced by the different characters. 

At several points in their training, the trainees of Attack on Titan were confronted with 

situations where they may cause the deaths of other trainees. For example, in winter training 

Historia, Ymir, and a third trainee disappear from the column during a blizzard and no search 

party is sent out to find the three. Ymir advocates, like several others, that weak trainees should 

simply be allowed to die if they err and that she and Historia should abandon their injured 
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229 Lebra 1993, 7. 
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comrade. Historia, the future queen and member of the elite Survey Corps, is one of a few that 

refuse to adhere to such Hobbesian standards (See Figure Three). Historia and her like are 

thereby shown as justified in their later acts that overthrow the very state that enforces such 

thinking.  

Figure Three: Historia and Ymir Drag and Injured Peer through Winter Training230 

 
 The strenuous training faced by the manga series’ characters also correlates with the 

training regimen of the Japanese Imperial forces after the Meiji Restoration, which required the 

development of a modernized military derived through conscription. This served a number of 

purposes that were vital to the survival of the newly modernized state of Japan, ranging from 

handling and quelling internal unrest as well as mounting a viable defense against external 

threats. However, mass-level conscriptions resulted in a considerable loss of labor from rural 

agricultural estates, which sowed the seeds of tension and friction between the rural population 

and the military, a theme that has been repeatedly used in Japanese literature and popular 

culture.231 For example, the 1970s exploitation film series titled Lady Snowblood used this trope 

to portray an environment filled with elements of violence and conflict. Even American cinema 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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used this era as a backdrop for portraying the conflicting vision and values between the 

traditional and rapidly industrializing Japan in the Tom Cruise vehicle, The Last Samurai. Due to 

repeated exposure to the elements of conflict between the different sections of the changing 

society within media sources, from films to popular historical manga series, most of the 

readership of manga series are aware of the trials and tribulations between different sections of 

the societies outlined within these series. 

By the turn of the twentieth century, the military began to serve another purpose for 

impoverished farming families, as most rural families could not afford to send their children to 

higher education. The limits of the education system, whose high schools and universities were 

tuition-based, and the competition between members of the working class in urban areas meant 

that many avenues for economic or social advancement were beyond the reach of many 

households. Beginning in the Meiji Period, entry to the prestigious Tokyo University and its ilk 

offered one sure way for a member of the general public to enter the political, if not social elite 

of Japan, however places remained few and tuition remained relatively high.232 Those that could 

afford to launch their children into adulthood with educational credentials or connections may 

only have the resources for one child. In this manner, the military, particularly the prestigious 

naval forces, provided the means for attaining career advancement for male youth, albeit with 

higher level of challenges, competition and potential for physical and emotional trauma. As a 

result, many members of the armed forces in the postwar period openly discussed the extreme 

violence and abuse that they had to face to obtain a commission that could save their families 

from a life of poverty. 
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This chapter relies heavily on the memoirs and recorded reminiscences of military 

personnel who served during the Dark Valley period. Many recorded these events late in their 

lives as a part of a larger movement to record the history of the war in an attempt to prevent 

prejudice, misinterpretation, and confusion regarding official accounts and historical records 

related to conflicts. Many of their experiences and recollections have also been repeatedly 

highlighted within popular culture. For example, novels such as The Burmese Harp233 and Fires 

on the Plain234 showed the decline of Imperial Japan and the end of the Asia Pacific War from 

the perspective of soldiers. The previously mentioned manga-ka Mizuki Shigeru also wrote 

several series loosely based on his own time as a member of the Japanese army in Southeast 

Asia.235  

Another author, Shimao Toshio, wrote several semi-autobiographical accounts of his time 

on a naval base awaiting orders to commence a suicide attack on his American counterparts.236 

These works are defined by their anti-war stance, focusing on the inhumanity and monstrosity of 

an institution that sent young men into a charnel house. However, the overall perspective of the 

different series and literature varies drastically, ranging from light-hearted and positive to 

pessimistic and dark in nature The experiences of this period, from the social tensions of the first 

half of the twentieth century and the hardships of those who served in the military, have been 

merged into the popular imagination and their hardships have became part of the image of the 

heroic soldier.  
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Early Lives of Future Officers 

 Hara Tameichi was a member of Japan’s navy who eventually attained the rank of 

captain and served in the Asian-Pacific War. In his memoirs, he discussed his family’s 

impoverishment before his joining the Japanese navy, tying his family’s hardships to the lack of 

arable land within the Japanese island chain. Living on a single acre, his father had to work into 

the night performing piecemeal labor in order to provide sustenance for the household.237 

Meanwhile, Mori Junzo write another personal account of the war. He also served in the 

Japanese navy and originated from a well-to-do family, however he and his family were forced 

into poverty following the death of several of his family members and the global economic 

collapse.238  

Another account was provided by Haruo Yoshino, who took part in the war as member of 

the Japanese air force. He was born in 1920 and had an otherwise unremarkable rural childhood. 

However, conscripts from his village were placed into the 9th Infantry Regiment at the age of 

twenty and then sent on to the ongoing conflict in China. Those that joined voluntarily at the age 

of sixteen had greater choice in where and in which service they would serve, which was not the 

only encouragement this avenue possessed. Typically, during this time period, male junior high 

school students had to perform military style drills as part of their regular education.239 These 

three men were fortunate to have remained in their natal home during their childhood. Economic 

hardship drove future Zero fighter pilot Miyazaki Isamu’s parents to send him at the age of five 
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to an uncle who could support an additional mouth.240 This was a relatively common practice at a 

time when economic precariousness could easily result in hunger, a situation that is replicated in 

each of the manga series in question. 

Military service during the 1930’s was not always a burden to the young men who were 

sometimes constrained by the narrow horizons of their home villages and the whims of their 

fathers. Kasai Tomokazu, a Zero pilot during the war, was drawn to the romance of flight when 

the Asahi newspaper ran a story on the first flight between Japan and Great Britain.241 His 

colleague, Harada Kaname, joined the armed forces in order to bring honor to his family, 

especially to his grandfather, who was a member of the then disbanded samurai caste.242 Family 

ties were often a catalyst for the entrance into military service. For example, Akikusa Tsuruji 

joined the Japanese army following the examples of his father and uncle, who were both high-

ranking officers.243 At the same time, many youth aspired for a career in the military, as it 

provided multiple avenues and opportunities for visiting local urban centers and other countries 

over the course of their military careers. The image of a heroic and morally clear world was a 

draw for young men caught in the confines of a frequently difficult rural lifestyle. Additionally, 

at a time filled with political and social upheaval, the military appeared to be an oasis of order 

and stability. 

For the characters in the manga series, the military too offered a locus of security and 

advancement. In Claymore, the society is a patriarchy that offers little in the way of advancement 

or economic security for young women without male guardians. The Claymores, despite the 
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restrictions placed upon them by the Organization, still retain a level of agency and 

independence not offered to their un-mutilated sisters. For the Elric brothers, the stipend they 

receive from the central state provides them with an income much greater than that of the 

majority of the population. The military, and its required bureaucracy, appear to be the largest 

employer in Amestris. Unemployment and poverty, particularly in the countryside, are shown to 

be high. Within the series, this results in an ongoing social tension between resentful civilians 

and the cadre of young officers who are scapegoated by the elite as parasitical. Ultimately, 

through the coup devised by these despised young officers, the populace is vaulted into a regime 

of rebuilding and prosperity (See Figures Four and Five). 

Figures Four and Five: The Rebels Living Happily Ever After244 

 
Attack on Titan takes this theme to its logical extreme. With the fall of Wall Maria, the 

surviving population is forced past a Malthusian tipping point. While a large potion of the 

population is sent off on a suicidal re-colonization program, this does not end economic 

stagnation and food shortages. For rural poor, the military offered the only feasible chance at 

social advancement. The 104th Training Corps, which the lead characters join, consists of 

trainees who all cite the need to support their families, to ensure their personal advancement, and 
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to guarantee that they will never again starve. However, these motivations are eventually co-

opted by Erin and Armin, who ignite a sense of species-based pride in their classmates and 

encourage multiple members to join the Survey Corps, the most dangerous branch of the service, 

in order to regain the territory lost to the Titans.  

The air force and the Navy’s flight wing also had the draw of novelty and afforded 

freedoms similar to those of the navy. The romance of flight for youth otherwise limited by the 

confines of their villages was great and the image of the World War One fighter ace still retained 

its luster. Akikusa and his friends would gaze on posters depicting air battles and dream of the 

day when they could go on such great adventures. He was particularly hopeful about enrolling in 

the naval air academy, Yokaren, which during that period produced most of Japan’s airmen.245 

Miyazaki would go to watch military airmen perform stunts and tell those around him how he 

would soon be joining them.246 Both boys were also encouraged by their families to follow their 

dreams of becoming military airmen. Even after the Asian-Pacific War, fighter pilots and their 

aircraft still had an allure. As mentioned in Chapter One, until the 1970’s, several manga series 

were produced following the adventures of airmen. The recent zombie apocalypse series, 

Highschool of the Dead, named the character’s heroic canine mascot Zero. Even the 2016 Studio 

Ghibli feature focused on the designer of the Zero fighter aircraft. Likely, the Vertical 

Maneuvering Equipment ( ), that allows the characters of Attack on Titan to zip 

around their Titan adversaries, is largely inspired by the image of flight despite the series’ 

author’s known predilection for the navy. 
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 Another important element that helped draw the young population into enlisting into 

military services was the romantic associations tied to service and elements of patriotism that 

were engrained in the youth from a very early age within the Imperial Japanese educational 

system. This system extended beyond the young men who were potential combatants, enmeshing 

the entire social sphere that these young men were socialized into during their childhoods into 

militarized groups. During the Second Sino-Japanese War, non-combatants in the populations 

were organized into paramilitary and auxiliary organizations that allowed women such as Itō 

Matsuo (an educator, who was assigned to be the leader of the Ladies’ Patriotic Association in 

1936 in a small village in northern Japan) to take part in domestic war efforts. Consequently, 

participation of women in those initiatives provided a familial environment, while the reputation 

and popularity of women, such as Itō Matsuo, further legitimized those institutions, leading to 

increased support by the rural population for the larger war efforts.247 Takahashi Minejirō was 

another educator whose diligence in the construction of a military airfield earned him the 

nickname of “soldier crazy” ( ). The Prefectural authorities decorated him as thanks in 

1938. The prestige of civic-minded educators added another layer of prestige and respect to the 

military for rural families.248 As a result, the fervent support and participation of educators and 

social workers inspired the rural population to rally behind them and directly or indirectly 

support the larger war efforts.  

Based on the examples of the above-mentioned educators and their impact on the local 

communities, it can be seen that patriotism was another important factor that pushed youth and 

rural communities to support the war efforts. During the childhoods of the future officers also 
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discussed above, Japan had been engaged in several conflicts that were cast by the state and its 

supporters in the light of national survival within a Machiavellian world of perpetual colonial 

expansion. Future air force officer Imaizumi Toshimitsu relished reports of air combat over 

China and longed for the day he too could defend his nation from the cockpit of his own fighter 

plane.249 Mori Isao, a civilian auxiliary, came from a family of lacquer ware makers and could 

thereby look forward to a comfortable existence in his family’s business, but that business began 

to flounder as the Sino-Japanese War dragged on. Despite this, he continued to support Japanese 

military action in China as justified.250 The global depression also continued to cast a shadow 

over rural Japan, however the Sino-Japanese War offered a chance for national redemption, 

adventure, and the potential for career advancement and financial stability. That many of these 

young men had exposure to the military through familial, educational, or social ties meant that 

the harsh violence involved in their training was not necessarily an automatic source of 

disillusionment.  

News from the front, which focused not only on victories but on the glories of self-

sacrifice, also meant that fewer potential soldiers from rural regions openly balked at the chance 

to enlist. Akikusa, who bristled at the realization that his middle-aged father had been pulled into 

active duty, still idolized his uncle, who was serving as a Russian-speaking intelligence officer in 

Manchuria and coordinated intelligence gathering with his counterparts in the German embassy. 

Another of Akikusa’s uncles took part in the first Japanese air attack on China and did not 

survive, and, as the Second Sino-Japanese War heated up in 1937, Akikusa and his family 
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celebrated the attack at Marco Polo Bridge by visiting the local temple in his uncle’s honor.251 

Catchment of potential troops was a goal built into many local institutions as a means of making 

mass conscription palatable to the general population. These institutions then became a valuable 

resource as Japan expanded into mainland Asia. Additionally, the military censored letters from 

both the front and from training, ensuring that the news sent back home was only positive, 

thereby obscuring the many traumas experienced by the recruits to potential enlistees and 

conscripts otherwise bombarded by pro-military rhetoric.252 Young men, who may otherwise be 

ambivalent towards military service had thereby few opportunities to develop their ambivalence 

into avoidance of service. 

This situation, in which military service is a means of escape and advancement is built 

into society, is replicated within the series in question. In Claymore, the Organization gladly 

accepts extraordinarily young, orphaned girls into the training program. The girls are motivated 

to join as most had lost their families to Yoma depredations and view their later service as a 

chance for both revenge and as a means of protecting other communities from the blight. Some, 

like Claire, knew Claymores as a youth and were drawn into the service through this bond. 

Rejected by her community, Claire had been fostered by the Claymore Teresa (See Figure Six). 

At Teresa’s death, at the hands of the Organization, Claire still jumps at the opportunity offered 

to join in order to have Teresa’s remains embedded into her own flesh. 

Figure Six: Claire’s Reflection on her Time with Teresa253 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
251 King 2014, KINDLE LOCATION 299-322 
252 King 2014, KINDLE LOCATION 408-412 
253 Yagi 2012 (vol. 3), 191-192. 



! 82!

 
 The communities in the series are shown to be hostile to single women and orphans, 

excluding them from society as unneeded burdens. The Organization is ultimately responsible 

for this situation, as it allows them to have ready access to a population that can be conscripted 

into service according to need. Claymores, while viewed as an unpleasant, yet necessary evil, are 

afforded a certain level of deference and respect that other women in the society do not 

automatically receive. Additionally, the society itself appears to be traumatized as Yoma attacks 

result in the eradication of villages and a constant stream of refugees flow into moderately 

wealthy townships. By sending off potential recruits, these communities not only relieve 

themselves of a burden, but also provide for their own defense in the future.  

In Fullmetal Alchemist, the military offers opportunity for social advancement and steady 

work in a society transitioning from a pre-modern agricultural economy to a modern 

industrialized, urban culture. Rural communities and those in outlying regions are shown as poor 

and exploited by landed gentry. In an early story arc, the Elric brothers pass through a mining 

community where the majority of the labor force has become indentured through debt to the 

mining company that owns the town (See Figure Seven). This was a common form of economic 

exploitation in the United States and in Japan. In other towns, the population is unable to afford 
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medical care and appears to be living just above the poverty line. State alchemists, in particular, 

are afforded a number of privileges and receive a stipend from the government. This launches 

alchemists into the middle classes, and this relative comfort is the primary draw for many of the 

characters. Furthermore, while, in the lower classes, there is resentment towards state alchemists 

as class traitors and free loaders, members of the upper classes encourage their children to join 

the military out of familial duty and honor. 

Figure Seven: Eric and Alphonse Deceive a Corrupt Functionary and Give his Mine to the 
Miners.254 

 

In Attack on Titan, military service provides an opportunity for those born in less 

comfortable, rural outer rings to move towards the wealthy, urbanized center rings. After the fall 

of Wall Maria, food shortages and overcrowding became commonplace in the middle ring. The 

children of the refugees, unable to find productive work or obtain a pass to cross into the center 

ring, join the military in the hope for regular meals and the slim chance that they could join the 

palace guard or military police (See Figure Eight). Moreover, military tactics and strategy are 

shown to be an integral part of coursework in the schools that the characters attend as children. 

Even those that do not enter military service are thereby partially indoctrinated into service. 
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Many, like the lead character Eren, are also motivated by a need to expand their nation’s territory 

and to avenge themselves on the Titans that humiliated that nation.  

Figure Eight: Eren Defends His Choice to Enter the Survey Corps255 

 
Like the Claymores and the State Alchemists, the Survey Corps of Attack on Titan have a 

desire to push their state boundaries outwards. In the most recent chapters of the series, these 

boundaries, and the Titans that roam the region, are revealed to have not only been founded by 

the central government, also but strengthened by a more powerful empire on the mainland to 

which the three-walled island is adjacent. This motif, of national humiliation and the need for 

national expansion, is seen in each of the series. The older state alchemists of Fullmetal 

Alchemist are veterans of the Ishval campaign, where they acted as shock troops in a campaign 

that was reputedly undertaken in retaliation for the murder of a soldier by a terrorist, a false-flag 

operation not unlike the 1937 Marco Polo Bridge Incident. Of course, this is eventually revealed 

to have been a scheme of the homunculi, but the characters in the Ishval campaign were drawn 

into their service in this campaign through a sense of patriotic duty. Claymores defend the ever-

shrinking human territories from Yoma encroachment. However, the encroachment is planned 

and perpetrated by members of the Organization. Expansion and military service are shown to be 
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the best of limited options, but these options were created by an elite for their own self-serving 

purposes. 

 

Enlistment and Conscription Experiences 

 As seen in the above section, many youth viewed enlistment in the armed forces as a 

positive choice for gaining family honor and ultimately attaining professional security and 

financial stability. Harada, like many others his age, enlisted at the age of sixteen with the 

consent of his family and similarly, Miyazaki joined Navy at the same age, willingly forfeiting 

his education.256 This was the earliest possible age when a young man could enlist and, as noted 

above, gave the recruit greater choice in the branch to which they would eventually be assigned. 

Miyazaki also willingly joined the navy as an enlisted sailor at the age of sixteen, forgoing his 

final year of middle school. While the completion of his education would have opened a number 

of doors to him, the allure of the navy superseded his initial low rank.257 Mori joined the navy on 

a whim after seeing a patriotic poster in the village while on a job assignment.258 But for many, 

enlistment was not possible or desirable. Young men and their labor were for many necessary in 

the support of their family. Others, despite the omnipresent and often positive role military 

service played in rural life during the Dark Valley period, were not tempted into service. 

Takahashi Ichirō was conscripted in 1938 and sent to China as reinforcement for the Japanese 

troops already on the ground. With a young family, he was loath to leave and those at the station 

said later that he continued to clutch his newborn’s hand until the train began to pull out from the 
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station. He was killed in China two years later, and the image of him holding his child’s hand at 

the station was one that his community remembered most.259  

In contrast to the tough regimen and training of personnel, loss and injury were 

impossible to disguise, and when the conflict ended at the close of the 1930s, multitude of deaths 

and physical injuries experienced as a result of the war were highlighted.260 Other military 

personnel eventually grew disillusioned, due to seemingly unfulfilled promises of the military 

and the state policies, such as high level of inflation and strict rationing policies enforced by the 

state during the conflict. Factory employee Mori Isao had grown ambivalent towards the conflict 

in China as it grew ever longer, sympathizing with the troops but displeased with national 

policies that worsened, in his mind, harsh rationing and increased inflation. Early in the war, he 

had ardently supported Japanese military action in China and had viewed his position in the war 

industry as a vital part of the larger war effort. By the mid-1940’s, he considered himself 

fortunate that his position made him exempt from conscription until the desperate need for 

manpower resulted in his unexpected call-up in 1944. He was one of many skilled laborers and 

managers drafted during this period.261 The vanishing of older men and less able-bodied men 

began to demonstrate to those turning sixteen that a career in the military was undesirable.  

Some, like Ōkouchi Kazuo, were fortunate enough to be enlisted into regiments that did 

not typically see active service or leave the country. Ōkouchi noted that, as an undergraduate 

student, he had to undergo military training and exercises, despite the fact that as a graduate of a 

prestigious university he and his fellow alumni would not be sent overseas. Instead, he joined the 
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Konoe Infantry Third Regiment, which served as guards to the Imperial household and thereby 

never left Japan.262 This was fortuitous, as the other divisions within this regiment eventually did 

see action in Southeast Asia. After the war, the commanding general, General Nishimura 

Takuma, was executed by Australia for commanding his troops to commit war crimes.263  

Even those that volunteered to aid military efforts began to feel betrayed by the military. 

For example, Akikusa purposefully sought and received technical education to join Imperial Air 

Force, but, despite his enthusiasm and motivation to join the military, he was shocked when he 

was instead conscripted as a sailor. Akikusa attended a technical school that specialized in 

aviation in order to prepare for his entry to Yokaren, a military flight school, which was further 

assured by his father’s connections to one of the school’s admission officers. He and his family 

were stunned to receive a draft notice, once more as a sailor, mere months before his expected 

matriculation to flight school.264 At the same time, rural communities’ hostility towards military 

organizations was based on their failure to provide the promised increase in the level of 

prosperity and livelihood in their lives. Only the hope that once the war ended in Japan’s favor 

that this promised wealth would appear prevented residents of rural Midono from seeking to 

directly hinder the war effort in the years preceding Japan’s surrender.265  

Traumatic Training 

 The memoirs of naval officers who enlisted during the Dark Valley all focused on the 

physical and psychological sufferings that they experienced as cadets, which served as a mere 
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glimpse into their contentious future service. Hara wrote that he had only been on his academy’s 

campus for three days before his first beating at the hands of a third-year student for a minor 

infraction. Still concussed the next day, he was beaten again when he misbuttoned his cadet 

uniform. He noted that, in the second beating, the officer appeared to expressly target his fresh 

bruises.266 Mori, another naval officer, claimed that collective punishment aided in the creation 

of a unified group of disparate trainees and underplayed the trauma of regular beatings with an 

oak cudgel, which was an accepted practice at that time.267 He even wrote later in his memoirs 

that he thought that their reaction to having their wounds treated with stinging iodine was 

comical.268  

This continued unabated even after Japan opened a new front with its attack on Pearl 

Harbor, as a then sixteen-year-old recruit later said that his first three days were pleasant and the 

drill sergeants invariably kind, only for them to commence regular beatings of the cadets - 

revealing that the first three days were a malicious prank.269 That few cadets willingly allowed 

themselves to wash out of the navy is historically unsurprising. The navy was a very prestigious 

branch of the Japanese armed forces, credited with the nation’s largely symbolic270 victory in the 

Russo-Japanese War, and service in it promised international travel and a bright career. 

However, even cadet members of the Japanese infantry and relatively novel air forces were 

forced to submit to equivalently brutal training.  
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Although it is well known that military training is harsh and physically demanding in 

nature, recruits from the Dark Valley almost all report that they beaten with oak cudgels that 

their sergeants almost always carried with them. Sergeants and officers, if they felt compelled to 

justify their actions to their recruits, would claim that this was necessary to ensure resilient 

personnel who could withstand the psychological and physical impact of war and conflict.271 

While random violence punctuated military training, there were other means of keeping recruits 

in fear of their superiors. Many of those who joined from rural regions may have had the hope 

that their enlistment would mean that they would have regular access to food. However, 

suspension of meals was another common punishment. Mori noted that the extreme physical 

exertion performed by the cadets was exacerbated by hunger, which he considered crueler than 

the beatings.272 Akikusa reported that even when his cohort was fed, the overall quality and 

nutritional value of the food was sub-standard.273 Consequently, such treatment resulted in a 

wide array of reactions from the young recruits.  

Mori, the ever optimist, in his memoirs describes his experience as unpleasant, yet 

ultimately necessary. However, the sixteen-year-old Harada was disappointed and disillusioned 

by this treatment, as it did not match his previous image of the Japanese military as a noble and 

heroic institution.274 The shock caused by the dissonance of the image of the armed forces and its 

reality, particularly in the case of the navy, was great for young men who were weaned on tales 

of adventure and valor in their classrooms and in their communities during the 1930’s. However, 
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towards the end of the Dark Valley in the early 1940’s, this romantic image was no longer 

sustainable even within Japan itself. Potential airmen, sailors, and soldiers saw the negative 

repercussions of war readily within their villages and communities as neighbors returned home 

maimed or not at all.  

Whatever deficit of ideology had survived mass education and the numerous civil 

organizations in rural communities was mitigated in training. Akikusa, whose dreams of flight 

were thwarted by the sudden arrival of a draft notice, found that Yokosuka Naval Base vacillated 

between bouts of indoctrination and violence.275 New troops were required to memorize the 1882 

Imperial Rescript to Sailors and Soldiers ( ), if they had not already done so as students. 

Acceptable potential interpretations of this document were also taught to trainees, such as the 

importance of not being taken as prisoners of war.276 Some, like Mori Junzo, found comfort in 

the aphorisms taught to them by their superiors.   

However, some inductees, such as Mori and Hara, were fortunate enough to serve under a 

commander that they respected, as their memoirs included repeated laudatory accounts of their 

superior officers, such as Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, who eventually became the Japanese prime 

minister during Japan’s surrender. Others like Mori or Hara, who also published memoirs several 

decades after the end of the war, often included laudatory descriptions of senior officers under 

whom they served in contrast to the brutality they experienced at the hands of non-commissioned 

officers during training. After his graduation, Hara served on the Kasuga under Captain 

Mitsumasa Yonai. Described as dashing and handsome, he treated the officers and sailors under 
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his command with the dignity they had not been afforded in their training.277 He also praised 

even higher commanders, like Admiral Suzuki Kantarō, claiming that he had worked to reform 

the naval academies under his control.278 This type of eulogizing often allowed the image of the 

benevolent officer to survive even after the increasing revelations of cruelty to native troops and 

war crimes abroad spread. 

The enlistment and training of the characters in the three manga series selected follow the 

historical precedent of trauma and humiliation. In the earliest series, Fullmetal Alchemist, the 

characters are not trained by the state, but rather must undertake apprenticeships with established 

masters. Only when they have demonstrated talent in their field are they allowed to enlist in the 

military. The Elric brothers’ training consisted largely of them being regularly humiliated by 

their master and forced to subsist on a starvation diet on an inhospitable island for several 

months (See Figure Nine). Mustang’s much less arduous training only ended with his mutilation 

of his close friend and eventual lieutenant, Hawkeye (See Figure Ten). While this narrative arch 

follows the legends and practices of aesthetic monks in Japan, who were rejected multiple times 

by their potential teacher and only fully accepted into the community once they had undergone a 

difficult apprenticeship, this type of training was not limited to religious sects. The Japanese 

Imperial military relied on training that sought to crush recruits into a malleable and cohesive 

force. 

Figure Nine: The Elric Brothers are Regularly Attacked as Part of their Training279 
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Figure Ten: Then Civilian Riza Hawkeye Informs Mustang of the Location of her father’s 
Flame Alchemy Array Directly Leading to their Involvement in War Crimes in Ishval280 

 
However, it is the two later series that match this system most closely. In Claymore, the 

young trainees are first drafted into service. After they are physically altered by having Yoma 

tissues inserted into their abdomens, they are then rigorously trained in martial arts and 

competitively graded. This places the girls in constant tension with each other, preventing them 

from relying on anyone except their Organization handler. These handlers act as their officers; 

they handle the logistics of their travels and provide them with missions as well as oversight. 

Attack on Titan has a military that adheres the most closely with historical military practices. The 

series demonstrates that the education system is geared towards the production of potential 
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recruits and a population sufficiently educated to supply the early industrialized economy with a 

wartime workforce. The training is also a major story arc, taking several chapters to complete. 

The characters undergo the expected military exercises and difficulties; however, the 

camaraderie developed between the characters is the focal point of the chapters. 

In Attack on Titan, particularly in the anime adaptation and volume four of the collected 

manga, the training of the 104th Training Corps, to which the three lead characters of Eren, 

Armin, and Mikasa belong, introduces the vast majority of the extended cast of the series. The 

training in the series is not shown to be atypical or unusually harsh. Trainees are brutally 

punished for minor infractions. The recruit Sasha is forced to run for hours after pilfering a 

potato from the canteen (See Figure Eleven). Connie, another recruit, is humiliated by his drill 

sergeant during the first reveille for assuming an incorrect stance when first called to attention. 

Eren is issued defective gear and is forced to practice on the device for hours until he could 

remain upright. However, like many of the informants above, the characters strive to complete 

their training due to the perception that the hardship is worth the position that would assume at 

graduation. While many recruits are motivated by ambition, or by a fear of hunger, many are 

patriots who wish to serve their nation. In particular, the lead characters, Eren and Armin, seek to 

re-establish human settlement in the third ring and to expand human territory. Eventually, many 

of the talented trainees from this division join the Survey Corps, whose mission is to explore and 

expand the boundaries of the state beyond the Walls. The Survey Corps is a low-prestige 

division, one with a particularly high casualty rate; however, Eren’s pro-human patriotism proves 

compelling enough to draw a significant number of recruits to his side. 

Figure Eleven: The First Day of Training and Sasha’s Grievous Error281 
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The memoirs also often highlighted senior officers who had gained the regard and 

affection of the troops under their command. These exalted officers where positively compared 

to the high-ranking enlisted men who had often ill-treated the recruits during their initial training. 

These officers were often in a position of semi-distant command and served as mentor figures, 

even if their purported mentees only saw them from a distance. In the series, these figures 

reappear. Miria, the leader of the rebel Claymores after the Northern Campaign, is emotionally 

distant and yet absolutely devoted to the Claymores under her command and receives their total 

loyalty in return. Hawkeye’s maternal grandfather, General Grumman, serves this role for the 

rebel alchemists in an indirect form. He serves as the advisor and patron of Mustang, shielding 

him from potential professional threats like the high-ranking members of the Cabinet and High 

Command in Imperial Japan shielded radical junior officers. The previously discussed General 

Dot Prixis performs a similar role in Attack on Titan, although he refuses to assume leadership 

after the inevitable coup. 

Trials and Tribulations 

 Trauma during service came in many forms. For many, international political losses, such 

as the signing of the Washington Naval Treaty that limited the number and tonnage of naval 

vessels in the Japanese fleet, strengthened the perception that the Japanese fleet, and thereby 
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Japan, was not treated with the respect it was due internationally. The memoirist Hara and 

several of King’s informants noted that, in comparison with the American and British warships, 

the armament and size of the Japanese fleet was viewed as inferior by the men that served on 

them.282 Hara expressed particular chagrin that his out-of-date vessel, manned by low-ranking 

officers and cadets, was chosen to sail along the American West Coast rather than the more 

impressive Nagato or Mutsu.283 When interpreted through the history of unequal treaties and the 

disappointment of the Russo-Japanese War, this was an emotional slight on a national level that 

was not easily borne by young and over-zealous officers. This perception is repeated so 

frequently in memoirs and recollection that it causes one to wonder how heavily this David and 

Goliath tale had been emphasized by the higher command and whether these repeated encounters 

with better equipped vessels were purely incidental occurrences or instead intended.  

 Another informant of King, Wachi Tsunezo, served as a capable and respected 

intelligence officer during the Pacific War. He and his staff were particularly proud that their 

team was the first to intercept and translate the message to Washington that Pearl Harbor had 

been attacked in 1941.284 However, as the war lingered on and victory became elusive, Wachi 

and his small staff grew increasingly despondent as their intelligence briefings seemed to hold 

little interest to the high command, who often seemed to create strategies and plans that 

expressly disregarded clear warnings and threats conveyed by his office. Eventually, he and his 

remaining staff were transferred to Iwo Jima, where they were presumably given the same level 

of low regard by higher-ranking officers.285 Another soldier on the island noted with dismay that 
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their promised naval reinforcements had yet to arrive, despite constant affirmations by their 

superior officers.286 This fed a perception among troops that the High Command, especially 

faceless officers in Tokyo, had disregarded the well being of their armed forces and hindered the 

success of the same on the ground. After the end of the Pacific War, this interpretation of events 

did not fade, but has rather become one of the more popular perceptions of the Imperial Army, 

Air Force, and Navy as being staffed by manipulated and well-meaning enlisted and non-

commissioned officers, led by venal and despicable generals, commanders, and admirals. 

 This inferiority complex and distrust of the elite are built into the narratives of each of the 

three series. In Fullmetal Alchemist, the state of Amestris is in constant conflict with its 

neighboring states and the bulk of state funds are funneled into the military as it is viewed as 

inadequate to protect the borders. Additionally, alchemists are despised as they automatically 

attain officer status without going through the traditional military training regime. Viewed as 

upstart, pseudo-civilians, they have the power to command troops, but do not possess the respect 

that non-alchemist officer obtain. Disliked by the civilian population and loathed by the general 

military, this pariah status binds the State alchemists together. Claymore share this pariah status, 

but the degraded position of their home island in revealed late in the series. The nation is a large 

experimental ground on a small island. The Organization is a scientific branch of another state’s 

government, who are losing a war of attrition against a stronger state that seeks to colonize their 

territory. Even the seemingly heroic endeavor of the Survey Corps in Attack on Titan, to regain 

lost human territory, is despised by the general population as a waste of human life and resources 

(See Figure Twelve). 
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Figure Twelve: Captain Levi Publically Informs a Father that his Daughter was Killed on 
Yet Another Failed Mission in Public287 

 
 The most recent chapters of Attack on Titan revealed that the nation within the three 

walls is the remnant of an earlier empire. Like Claymore, this state is placed on a small series of 

islands off the coast of a larger continent that contains powerful states interested in colonizing 

their small island neighbor. Notably, the Marley Empire is focused on the colonization as they 

consider the population in the Walls, whose nation is named Eldia, to be a lingering threat due to 

their own colonization of Marley in the past. In the series, Marley had been sending spies behind 

the walls for decades. Considering Isayama’s interest in Japan’s colonial history and the current 

concerns of potential conflict with China, it seems that the parallels between the history and 

rivalry between Japan and the People’s Republic are intentional – although the timeline has been 

altered to millennia rather than centuries.  

 Perhaps one of the more interesting aspects of this conflict is the ethnic rhetoric that 

divides the Marley and Eldian populations. Marley is historically dominant over the region and 

persons of Marley descent held the majority of the positions of power. The balance of power 
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shifted towards the Eldian population only after one of their traditional leaders developed the 

ability to shift in and out of Titan form. Through this ability, and with the assistance of Eldian 

technology, the Eldian monarchy became the predominant power on the continent. This empire 

eventually controlled the continent on which Eldia and Marley were founded, but that was a 

century before the events of the series the continent was riven with civil war. The Eldian 

monarchy then elected to consolidate their power within the three-walled city on a small island 

off the coast and ceded power to the revived Marley Empire on the mainland. Eldia became a 

pacifist state, interested solely in its own survival, and attempted to erase the history of its 

expansion and empire on the mainland. Marley, unable to forget their humiliation at the hands of 

Eldia, imprisoned the colonial Eldian population left behind and, after an economic and 

technological boom, began operations to invade the rump Eldian state using Eldian minority 

collaborators. 

 These recent chapters resemble a fictionalized and simplified re-telling of Japanese-

Chinese relations over the last century. Historically, China had been the dominant technological 

and political power in East Asia. However, during the late 18th and through the 19th century, 

China’s position in the region had been fatally undermined by its losses in the Opium Wars, 

unequal treaties with major imperial powers, and the civil unrest of the Taiping Rebellion.288 

After Japan’s rapid industrialization during the Meiji Period, Japan too sought a foothold in 

China with the goal of establishing its own position as a major world power. After the end of the 

Asian Pacific War, Japanese colonists and military forces in China and Manchuria were 

essentially abandoned. Those that could not obtain transportation back to the Japanese 
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archipelago were taken prisoner by either Chinese or Soviet forces.289 In the postwar period, 

Japan adhered closely in action, if not in spirit, to Article 9 of the postwar Constitution, which 

prevented the state from engaging in military action. With the growing might of the People’s 

Republic of China and the instability of the regime in North Korea, many, including the 

conservatives in the Abe government and the Netto-uyoku, have argued for a re-militarization of 

Japan in order to ensure its position in the global order and for self-protection. It is very possible 

that Isayama, by paralleling the experiences of Imperial era Japanese soldiery in his fantasy 

work, is arguing for the revitalization of the military and the reorientation of the image of the 

officer, from villain to hero, in Japan.  

 

Life under the Wartime Regime 

 However, during the 1930’s there remained a hope and a belief that Japan, increasingly 

fractured by economic hardship and class conflict, could be unified through empire building.290 

Emigration had long been a tool for the mitigation of rural poverty and land scarcity, and the 

remittances of overseas Japanese to their families provided a level of economic insulation to 

those still in Japan. A significant number of these émigrés were young women sent for sexual 

purposes, either as ‘picture brides’ for young men or the contracted prostitutes such as those 

described in Sandakan No. 8.291 However, the combination of the 1908 Gentlemen’s Agreement 

( ) and the Immigration Act of 1924 in the United States closed this door for many 

in Japan. It was also an additional piece of evidence of the maltreatment of the Japanese nation 
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by Western powers and imperial expansion into Asia thereby served a dual purpose: redemption 

on an international scale and the release of domestic pressure. 

 However, the state could not maintain control over this expansion or the military required 

to facilitate it. The perilous economy, combined with poorly contained radical violence and 

political scandals, like those seen in 1934 that collapsed the Saito government, emboldened 

middle-ranking officers to undertake their own plans for expansion. In Manchuria, the central 

government and High Command proved incapable of preventing these officers from establishing 

their own power base, which was based on their own demonstrable ability to attain their goal of 

obtaining Manchukuo and to maintain them, which the Japanese state proved repeatedly unable 

to do after the Russo-Japanese War, the First World War, and in the Washington Naval Treaty. 

This essentially transferred legitimacy to the officers rather than to the state.292 The kempeitai 

also began to freely overstep their mandate, forcing opposition out of the public sphere and 

undermining united resistance.293 

 Within the state, there were high-level sympathizers of these officers. Matsuoka Yusoke, 

an ardent believer in Japan’s victimization by Western imperial powers, not only led Japan’s exit 

from the League of Nations but also guided Japan towards the Anti-Comintern Pact and 

allegiance with Nazi Germany. When questioned, Matsuoka stated that he would follow this 

allegiance towards mutual self-destruction for the chance at success.294 Inukai’s War Minister, 

General Araki Sadao, was a notorious militarist who followed the pseudo-historical doctrine of 
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Bushidō and stated that suicide was preferable to surrender.295 In the attack on Shanghai in 1937, 

Japanese airmen had not been issued parachutes and valuable and difficult to replace bomber 

crews were witnessed dying in incidents that they could have otherwise survived.296 Détente 

between the civilian state and the military ended permanently when news of the Washington 

Naval Treaty spread among the armed forces.297 

 In 1933, Hirota Koki became the Foreign Minister, largely through his ties to the secret 

society, Genyosha ( ). This provided the far right with an additional voice in the central 

government, one that could readily affect international relations.298 Hirota even sabotaged later 

Prime Minister Konoe, by refusing to brief him on classified information and malingering, 

without penalty.299 The Emperor, even after the February 26th Incident, relied on Hirota to 

protect members of the aristocracy and the Imperial family from the danger experienced by other 

high-ranking civilian ministers. Hirohito may have scolded and criticized Hirota’s fellow-

traveler, Baron Hiranuma Kiichirō, but he did so in camera.300 Diet representatives, such as MP 

Saitō Takao, pushed back. MP Saitō argued on the floor of the Diet for a purging of radical 

officers from the armed forces to widespread popular support. He was later suppressed and 

expelled from the Diet in 1940, only to be reelected.301 Even members of the military attempted 
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to oppose the move towards authoritarianism and fascism, only to be stymied by their fellow-

officers.302 

 By the late 1930’s, the state, in the form of police, local bureaucrats, and state-sanctioned 

civic organizations, had extended their mandate into virtually every aspect of everyday life. In 

some regions, even the days on which families would clean their homes had been regulated.303 

Newspapers consistently published tales of lurid political scandal – from bribery on the floor of 

the Diet to the Railway Scandal304 – news that managed to slip past otherwise diligent state 

censors. After the death of Inukai, not only did the line of civilian Prime Ministers end, but also 

the military gained increasing control over political and social life.305 By 1937, still reeling from 

the February 26th Incident of the year before, the political arm of the state had been fatally 

undermined and could not prevent the outbreak of war in China.306 

 During the later years of the war, a popular sentiment of public self-sacrifice reigned.307 

Even children were encouraged to engage in these ritual, public acts of self-sacrifice. 

Newspapers and neighbors lauded young children and teenagers who donated their family pets 

for use either on the front, as war dogs whose stories of heroic death were included in 

schoolbooks, or as the source of grease for the guns and machinery.308 Araki ensured that 

textbooks further encouraged student to display their patriotism by donating their allowances to 
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the military until they could fight for their state in a more direct fashion.309 Prefectural offices 

churned out myriad guidebooks and pamphlets on how to forage for food in the wilderness, in 

the cases of rural regions, and increasingly radical forms of recycling in order to minimize 

wartime consumption.310  

This level of sacrifice was ultimately in vain, as there were reports that, as early as 1941, 

supply lines had been overstretched to the degree that some squads had already resorted to the 

cannibalism. This act remains like a specter over the horrors seen in later stages of the Asian-

Pacific War, notoriously dramatized in the 1987 documentary Yukiyukite, Shingun where the son 

of one confessed cannibal is attacked by the victim’s friend.311 Due to its taboo, it is an aspect of 

the war not commonly discussed in public histories, but perhaps it is one of the reasons behind 

the rise of cannibal monsters in fiction.312 Cannibalism, or pseudo-cannibalism, has a long 

history in Japanese folklore and mythology concerning the myriad monsters that dot the 

imaginary landscape of Japan. These two genealogies mix synergistically in contemporary 

fantasy manga, as the victims of state machinations devolve regularly into monsters that in turn 

consume the flesh of other human victims. Homunculi are powered by human souls and Gluttony 

regularly feasts on humans. The Yoma and the Titans are transformed humans that are compelled 

by the will of the state and its military to devour innocent humans as part of a larger strategy. 

The combination of historical monster imagery and history in this genre will be discussed in 

greater detail in Chapter Five. 
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 Moreover, the military, as early as 1939, become deeply concerned with the 

psychological impact of troops returning to the home front bearing horrific tales of the frontlines 

and the potential for either desertion or slackening discipline. The army in particular openly 

condemned a soldier who had briefly passed his wife his service rifle so that he could embrace 

his children and, less openly, strategized means of ensuring silence on the part of the soldiers.313 

By 1936, the Japanese military established a number of biological warfare testing facilities in 

Manchuria, that were eventually consolidated under the vague name of Unit 731. Plans also 

existed to create sub-branches of this unit in Southeast Asian.314 Knowledge of these experiments 

was kept away from the general public in Japan; even under the wartime regime, the image of the 

mad scientist, already a figure reviled in popular ero-guro fiction, working horrors on any person 

would have caused no small amount of fervor.  

 Ultimately, the poverty and hardship of daily life in a wartime regime is an omnipresent 

motif in the world building of each of the series. While the world of Fullmetal Alchemist is the 

most industrialized, famine and poverty abound. The primary growth sector of the economy lies 

in the continuous growth and consumption of the military regime. Civil liberties are abridged and 

characters live under a constant paranoia that their actions could result in their arrest. Amestris is 

shown as possessing a strong bureaucracy and police force geared not towards law enforcement 

and civil protection, but rather on censorship, surveillance, and the various accouterments of the 

secret police. Civilian prisoners are used as experimental subjects and subjected to any number 

of horrors. Human experimentation is a vital aspect of the plot of all three series. Each of them 

have an analogue of Unit 731 lurking somewhere in their pages, where civilians vanish and 
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either emerge as monsters or not at all (See Figure Thirteen below). The Organization in 

Claymore creates both the Yoma and the Claymore that fight them. This experimentation on 

unwitting civilians is justified due to the need to protect their own military overseas from threats 

on the front. All Titans were once humans, transformed into mindless cannibals by their nation’s 

military. Late in the series, Connie’s village is the victim of an experiment, likely performed by 

spies from Marley, which transforms the residents into Titans that are eventually annihilated by 

the Survey Corps. This is revealed when a Titan, whose legs were unable to support her 

transformed form, is recognized by Connie as his ailing mother (See Figure Fourteen).  

Figure Thirteen – State Alchemists Using Ishvalen Prisoners in Experiments315 

 
Figure Fourteen: Connie is Reunited with his now Transformed Mother316 
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 Cannibalism, as mentioned in prior chapters on the monstrous and the grotesque, is also a 

common motif in the series. In Claymore and Attack on Titan, the victims of the corrupt elite in 

turn prey on other innocents. Yoma are released on unsuspecting villages and devour the 

population. Awakened Claymore also rely on human victims for sustenance. Titans, on the other 

hand, do not require the consumption of humans to maintain their metabolism. However, they 

appear to be driven to consuming humans and, when they have eaten too many to properly 

swallow any more, regurgitate the corpses. Cannibalism in these series possesses a dual aspect; it 

replicates rumored atrocities witnessed in the outer limits of the Japanese empire and serves as a 

metaphor for the grinding consumption of a population by a corrupt regime at war.  

However, instead of acting as a destabilizing force, radical young officers provide the 

only potential outlet for political revitalization and reform. The military coup that ends the series 

is redolent with overtones of the February 26th Incident, only lacking a snowstorm to fully 

complete the scene. The officers encircle the state center, including the home of Furher King 

Bradley’s family, and cut off communication with the outside world. However, the fictional 

analogues succeed where the factual coups fail. The alchemists in Fullmetal Alchemist are keenly 

aware of the necessity of appearing legitimate to the wider public. Unlike the February 26th 

rebels, they quickly take to the airways explaining their actions – using the wife of Furher 
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Bradley as their mouthpiece. Additionally, they have mechanized reinforcements due to their 

ability to cross divisional boundaries. The coup in Attack on Titan is a success for largely the 

same reasons – they obtain allies in the limited print media who expound on Historia Riess’s 

connection to the royal family and the cowardice of high command. The Claymores also form 

alliances with the elite of the religious branch of the state and their small armed forces, who 

extoll their heroism after the final battle of the series. Good publicity, ultimately, proves the 

deciding factor in success that the fictional characters historical counterparts had not learned in 

time. 

 Additionally, the Survey Corps in Attack on Titan, the alchemists, and the Claymores 

have another advantage: the patronage of sympathetic members of the high command. The 

Claymore equivalent of the Pope and his council of cardinals had once been saved from a 

powerful Yoma through the actions of the lead character, Claire. He provides the Claymore 

rebels with information, supplies, and sanctuary when possible. However, it is Fullmetal 

Alchemist and Attack on Titan that adhere the most closely to history. While the vast majority of 

the high command and state bureaucracy is in league with the homunculi, Lt. Gen. Grumman is 

aware of Mustang’s plot against the central government and provides him with both support and 

protection. This launches Grumman, who is not coincidentally Hawkeye’s grandfather, into the 

position of Fuhrer in a democratizing Amestris. It is strongly implied that, after his term of 

service, he will step down in favor of Mustang following his mission to rebuild Ishval. 

 There may be several reasons for the parallels between these series and Japan’s relatively 

recent history. As discussed further in Chapter Six, collective memory and its replication in 

media are strikingly powerful. Particular tropes, narratives, and story-telling structures move in 

and out of fashion, and the image of the dashing officer saving the day has never truly been 
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abandoned. Expectations are set both by media consumed and by actual events. The readers of 

these manga series are not many years distant from their junior high and high school textbooks 

and lessons concerning the Asian Pacific War. Media about the war, in movies, television, and 

novels, are published with great regularity. Fantasy genres, while seemingly grounded in an 

imaginary universe, work within the same set of expectations as a war drama or a period piece.  

 These three series are a sample of the replication of harsh training found in contemporary 

fantasy manga, but it does possess a history originating from outside the genre. The experience 

of harsh wartime training was not only replicated by oral recitation after the war, for example by 

testimony in Peace Museums or in memoir, subjects discussed more in the final chapter, but also 

in media. Novels, such as the aforementioned Fires on the Plain and The Burmese Harp, 

discussing the war frequently discussed the harsh treatment of troops during training that lingers 

into their service through overbearing officers and shortsighted commanders. Artists who served 

during the war, notably Mizuki Shigeru, also wrote on the degradation that soldiers experienced.  

Directors, such as Ozu Yasujirō and Kinoshita Keisuke who were both drafted in the 

1940’s, reflected their past in films such as Ozu’s treatments of postwar generational divides317 

and Kinoshita’s wartime film Rikugun and 1954 film Nijū-shi no Hitomi that both depict the 

heartbreak of sending off youth to war. Perhaps the most notable was Kobayashi Masaki, 

director of The Human Condition318 that reflected his own wartime experience as a drafted 

pacifist, who cynical take on military service can be also be seen in 1962’s Harakiri and 1967’s 

Samurai Rebellion. As discussed above, as visual mediums manga and cinema regularly borrow 

from another. Imagery and concepts in mid-century films were adopted by the first few 
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generations of postwar manga artists, many of whom had personal experience of the war 

themselves. This left impressions on contemporary manga, as this medium is particularly 

recursive and self-reflective.  

However, beginning with the late 1950’s, this history was combined with wartime manga 

that placed service in the war in a heroic light. This dual influence has resulted in an expectation 

that while military service can be valuable on a personal and on a social level, one should expect 

to be abused and denigrated. Young readers, who are caught in an intense school system and 

facing down exams that can have a major impact on the next few years of their lives at the 

minimum, likely commensurate with the characters. This sympathy drives the long-standing 

survival of a well-worn trope. However, this concept also has the implication that the bad acts 

committed by the characters in the series, who were compromised ethically and emotionally by 

their training and focused on their ambitions of advancement, are reasonable. Readers who 

sympathize with Mustang and his band of renegade officers, many of whom are fellow 

collaborators in war crimes, may be inclined to look more kindly on the actions of their own 

forebears. 
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Chapter Three 

Conspiracy  

Introduction 

One of the weaknesses of Imperial Japan is that there were limited legitimate outlets for 

political action, despite promises of the early Meiji era reformers who had implied that 

democracy, or at least popular political action, would be an aspect of life in a modernized Japan. 

By the start of the Dark Valley, there was a perception that the hopes and promises of the Meiji 

Restoration were thwarted by the development of a capitalist/bureaucratic caste of oligarchs, 

who had simply stepped into positions vacated by Tokugawa-era authorities. This consisted of 

seemingly ineffectual state authorities who had capitulated to competing world powers by 

surrendering the hard-won gains of the Russo-Japanese War, signed off on the disastrous return 

to the gold standard, and accepted the 1923 Washington Naval Treaty that resulted in Japan’s 

popular naval forces scrapping newly constructed vessels. The state’s inability to protect its 

subjects from the hardships of the global depression, and the sometime extreme poverty in the 

countryside from whence the majority of its military was derived, further entrenched the belief 

that the current system of government was untenable.  

Radical movements and conspiracies are also linked to an increasingly educated, but 

professionally or politically thwarted, population. Boltanski and others have argued that an 

excess of individuals who perceive themselves as intellectual or well educated, but under-

utilized, fosters an ambient frustration readily channeled into radicalism.319 During the late 

Tokugawa Period, Japan had one of the highest percentage of literate individuals, including a 
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growing number of well-educated persons belonging to wealthy merchant and low-ranking 

samurai families. This, when combined with a rigidly structured social system, led to the Meiji 

Restoration. However, this catharsis lasted less than fifty years as mass education, increasing 

social and economic disparity, and frustration once again boiled over. 

Figure One: Attempted Coups and Assassinations 1930-Surrender (Non-Exhaustive) 

 

Year Incident Action 

 

1931 

 

The March Incident 

An attempt by ultra-rightists and 
the Sakurakai to overthrow the 

government320 

 

1931 

 

The October Incident 

Attempted assassination of state 
leaders to prevent a return of 
territory after the Manchurian 

Incident, undertaken by officers 
and ultranationalists321 

 

1932 

 

The May 15th Incident 

Attempted overthrow of the 
government by officers, resulted 
in the death of Prime Minister 

Inukai322 

 

1934 

 

The Military Academy Incident 

Officer members of the 
Sakurakai attempted to overthrow 

the government323 

 

1935 

 

The Aizawa Incident 

An officer, who was also an 
Imperial Way member 

assassinated Major General 
Nagata324 
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1936 

 

The February 26th Incident 

Attempted coup by officers that 
paralyzed central Tokyo and 
resulted in several deaths.325 

 

1945 

 

The Kyūjō Incident 

 

Attempt to prevent the surrender 
of Japan by officers.326 

 

 

A History of Violence 

  Like the Meiji era reformers, reformed-minded individuals in the early twentieth century 

felt that they were incapable of achieving significant change in the established system. They 

believed that they were stymied by self-interested, high-level bureaucrats who in turn acted in 

support of  the wealthy elite, which consisted of capitalists or members of the newly augmented 

aristocratic class. Potential reformers during this period ran a gamut of political philosophies and 

ideologies. Socialist and communist organizations and activists were present throughout the Dark 

Valley Period, but were considered to be a major threat to the status quo and were, at the least, 

continually subject to police and official inquiry or arrest. The paranoia and hostility towards 

these groups was justified due to proximity of the Soviet Union and the threat it posed to Japan’s 

outermost land boundaries. By the end of the 1930’s, the Japanese communist party and its 

fellow travelers were little threat to the status quo, with many subjected to physical and 

psychological torture.327 As late as 1945, when the Allies were closing in on the Japanese home 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
325 Takahashi 2013. 
326 Frank 1999. 
327 Brendon 2000, 440. 



! 113!

islands, discussions between members of the cabinet frequently touched on the fear that the real 

existential threat was the risk of a Soviet-style revolution within the state.328 

 However, it was radicals within the military and the political right – here defined as those 

holding explicitly anti-Soviet views – who were perhaps the greater, although more palatable, 

threat.329 With the example of the Meiji Reformers before them, they had no taboo against 

undertaking a potential revolution. During one putsch against the state, middle ranking officers 

flew banners emblazoned with the Meiji Restoration motto: “Revere the Emperor, Destroy the 

Traitors”.330 Members of the young officer class also demonstrated a greater propensity towards 

violence than many of their peers. The Young Officers Revolt, the Manchurian Incident, and 

other acts of violence will be described in greater detail below. Even natural catastrophes within 

Japan itself exist as examples of the potential for violence that could be perpetrated by members 

of the military and the police force, such as the period immediately after the Kanto earthquake of 

1923. Toland noted in his work, The Rising Sun, that, despite contemporary perception to the 

opposite, the more frightful political faction came from within the political establishment,331 such 

as the myriad members of the military and political commentators aligned with them, than the 

fringe and fractured socialist and communist movements. 

 Young officers with extreme political beliefs and their sympathizers had few legitimate 

political outlets open to vent their frustrations. Toland and others observed that if these groups 

had the ability to operate in the open and to affect change, much of their violence might have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
328 Okamoto Spring 2015. 
329 Notably, in several cases, such as those involved in the February 26th Incident, many of these conservatives 
would be best described as socialist in regards to their view of the ideal economic system. However, they were 
conservative, and frequently reactionary, in their social and political viewpoint. 
330 Brendon 2000, 452. 
331 Toland 2014 



! 114!

been avoidable. The February 26th Revolt of 1936, in which members of the military surrounded 

the Imperial Palace with the goal of reigniting yet another imperial restoration, was one of 

multiple putsches during the Dark Valley Period led by middle-ranking military officers.332 

While it was eventually suppressed by the central state, the punishments doled out were 

surprisingly light considering that the accused anarchists prosecuted during the High Treason 

Incident just twenty years before were all invariably either executed or sentenced to life 

imprisonment.333  

 Daily life was regularly monitored by the central state, furthering the paranoia that led 

many to either join secret organizations or to seek out radical, and often violent, action. 

Censorship of popular culture and literature dramatically increased during the Dark Valley 

Period, although censorship itself was a relic of the Tokugawa government.334 Additionally, the 

state censors would even regularly monitor telephone conversation, a relatively easy task as this 

mode of communication was not made widely available until the postwar period. As a result, 

state censors also progressively increased their monitoring of written domestic and international 

correspondence.335 There were also informants embedded within communities, which prevented 

others from openly expressing critical thoughts. 

 Limited franchise and the difficulties in mobilizing political action were not the only 

issues confronting Dark Valley Era Japan. Secret factions or closed parties, and the obfuscation 

of their actions, membership rolls, and ideologies, were considered necessary in a period when 

open political organization and franchise were constrained. In 1937, after the February 26th 
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Revolt, political thinker Kita Ikki was executed for the implication that he may have been 

involved in the strategizing of the incident. Imprisonment and execution were not uncommon 

fates for those involved in political activity during the Dark Valley, no matter their affiliation, 

and this likely exacerbated the amount of violence involved in politics during this era. During 

just three-year span of the Dark Valley Period, Japanese authorities arrested over 60,000 

individuals for seditious thought; however, at least another million individuals were subjected to 

harassment and other penalties for having the appearance of political non-conformity.336 

 Middle-ranking members and the enlisted members of the military also largely came 

from lower class backgrounds. However, the highest ranks still largely consisted of the scions of 

wealthy and well-connected families. This created a situation that fostered an environment 

essentially designed to allow for a division of interests, which further weakened civic life during 

the Dark Valley Period and aided in the fomentation of mutual distrust. However, within the 

military, the state, and their supporters, there was an ideology that bound them together towards 

a perceived mutual goal. This was the concept of the kokutai ( ), or the national body, that 

held the Imperial person as its head and the remainder of Japan and its body. This allowed for the 

continuation of political legitimacy in the office of the Emperor and an embodied understanding 

of the nation during the Meiji Restoration. But it also created an intellectual universe where only 

one political viewpoint could hold legitimacy and fostered an environment where radicalism 

could thrive. If only a single perspective could truly match the will of the nation, and the kokutai 

remained embodied in the cypher of a voiceless figure, then opposing viewpoints were not 

merely a difference in opinion but rather inherently seditious.  
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 For members of the radical officer corps, this created a sense of urgency that, when 

combined with their sense of political impotency, formed a witch’s brew that led to some of the 

tragic decisions of the Dark Valley. Their opponents were viewed as not only ideologically 

incorrect, but as threats to the viability and survival of the nation as a whole. Like the 

yonaoshi337 movements of the past, this movement was millennial in scope and apocalyptic in 

vision. The ideology of the kokutai also detracted from the humanity of non-Japanese nationals. 

As non-members of the national body, they became disposable, resulting in the partial 

justification for atrocities and maltreatment of Korean and Chinese colonial subjects. In addition, 

these groups were unable to operate in the open, allowing radical thought to fester until its 

sudden eruption. The constant fear of communism and the unwillingness of the state to surpass 

the vitally important middle ranks of its officer corps meant that the state could not readily 

control these outbreaks when they did occur. 

 In contemporary media in Japan, as well as most histiography, these officers are not 

portrayed with great sympathy. One is unlikely to find a positive portrayal of the kempeitai (

), the imperial military police, or the “thought-police”, Tokubetsu Kōtō Keisatsu (

).338 Nor is one likely to see radical factions or secret societies consisting of middle-ranking 

officers planning the Marco Polo Bridge Incident or the February 26th Revolt as the protagonists 

in movies or television. This does not mean that such portrayals do not exist, as they can be 

readily found in the works of the political manga-ka Kobayashi Yoshinori. The late author 

Mishima Yukio also created a short story and film, entitled Patriotism, focusing on the sacrifice 
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of one of the young officers tied into the February 26th Incident. However, when these characters 

do appear, they are often balanced with officers who are compassionate and thoughtful. An 

example of this would be the 2005 submarine fantasy film, Lorelei: The Witch of the Pacific 

Ocean, itself an adaptation of a best-selling novel in which the crew of a 1945 submarine vary 

between the violently self-destructive and the patriotically self-sacrificing. The ethical officer 

and the conscripted victims of state violence are much more common. 

 

Conspiratorial Groups in Dark Valley Japan 

 By the late 1920’s, several groups and small factions had arisen that were bent on 

political and social change ― often through potentially violent means. Due to the increasing 

restrictions on the organization of political or social movements, these were often created in 

secrecy and acted in the shadows. Nor were these groups necessarily rightist or authoritarian in 

nature, as communist and union movements were also largely prohibited. It must be noted, 

however, that groups that utilized violence as a key tactic for political change, particularly the 

use of assassination, were by their actions at least leaning towards semi-authoritarianism. 

Additionally, many of these groups’ members were derived from those who felt themselves to be 

disenfranchised from the system. While there were several instances of members of the political 

elite acting as a conspiracy to oust an individual or faction from power, for example, the 

overthrow of Prime Minister Tojo late in the Asian-Pacific War led by Lord Keeper of the Privy 

Seal Kido,339 the majority of groups engaged in assassination or coups were from a significantly 

lower social station.  
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 Many of the officers and soldiers who planned and acted in the February 11th, 1932 

attempted coup were from rural areas or middle-class families. The perception they held about 

themselves is that they more closely represented the whole of the Japanese nation, while those 

who held power represented the membership of a small, and essentially parasitical, oligarchy. 

Each swore that they would die only after killing at least one corrupt minister or bureaucrat. 

Even the date selected for the attempted coup was deeply symbolic, as it was the anniversary for 

the nominal founding of Japan. The similarity in rhetoric between these rightist conspirators and 

the communist party is one that may have repelled the officers; however, social critics such as 

Kita Ikki who became embroiled in the incident ― although he denied involvement in its 

planning ― did have connections to communists on the Chinese mainland.340 Additionally, later 

researchers in Japan noted that those officers who graduated from Cadet Schools, which largely 

admitted the sons of rural householders and middle class urban families, statistically had longer 

careers than those elite scions that had graduated from the prestigious Military Academies. The 

difference between the relative power between each group, the rural and the wealthy, seems to 

have been largely one of perception.341  

 While the February 26th coup failed, this perception that the reins of power had been 

stolen from the nation by the machinations of a greedy, self-serving few remained a salient 

image in popular culture. In the motif of middle-ranking officers and specially trained forces 

(notable by their absence is the common enlisted soldier in contemporary manga), who must 

strive against a cabal of political and social elites, who are often cowering behind the figurehead 

of a monarch, is constantly revitalized. Some of this may be due to the nature of the readership of 
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this genre, which are largely youth wishing to engage in escapism and wish fulfillment but still 

confined by the seemingly arbitrary boundaries of authorities within their homes and schools. 

Projecting themselves into the role of someone special, an officer with the ability to project their 

will on others, typically through readily understood violence, who must obtain new skills and 

knowledge, a rite of passage or a quest, is something emotionally powerful. Campbell noted the 

omnipresence of the Hero’s Journey in storytelling and myth, and essentially the same forces 

draw in readers to this type of manga. However, this journey is also culturally informed, and the 

image of the heroic officer ties in closely with a period in history still fraught with meaning.  

Dark Valley Conspiratorial Archetypes and Contemporary Fantasy Manga 

 Starting with the oldest of the three series, Fullmetal Alchemist, the conspiracy becomes 

the primary focus early in the text. Initially, the series seems to follow the basic structure of the 

typical shōnen-fighting manga, where young men seek to attain ever-higher degrees of expertise 

in their specialty, which usually involves physical combat of some kind. Presumably, action is 

more easily consumed than long periods of introspection and verbal clashes, which is why few 

children or adolescents seek out political dramas for Friday night movie fests. After several 

chapters of the lead characters thumbing their noses at authority and righting wrongs, they are 

confronted with the mutilation of a small child. A father, who combined his daughter with the 

family dog in order to create a chimera capable of human speech with the goal of retaining his 

research grant from the state, is shortly thereafter assassinated by a terrorist seeking revenge 

against State Alchemists for the ethnic cleansing of his nation. This tragedy leads the two 

protagonists to seek out both the history of the ethnic cleansing, which occurred while they were 

infants, and a larger state cover-up concerning the creation of chimeras. 
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 Simultaneously, their seemingly insufferable and arrogant commanding officer also 

begins to closely examine the situation and is, unusually for a series of this type where such 

characters are typically incompetent, readily able to discover that official documents and records 

were being destroyed. Through assassinations, the characters eventually discover the reason that 

the alchemistical practices of their scientist differ so drastically from those of their neighboring 

state Xing (a Chinese analogue to the German-inspired Amestris).342 That reason is that their 

practice and nation were developed by an ancient homunculus as a large power array designed to 

elongate his own life and to propagate his own kind. In turn, it would cause the deaths of every 

human within the boundaries of their state. In order to activate the array, the homunculus have 

instigated bloodshed at several discrete locations on the borders and sparked border conflicts. In 

addition, they have thoroughly infiltrated the state by taking advantage of the venality and 

credulity of the military and bureaucratic human elite (See Figure Two). This implicates even the 

modernity of the setting, as the state’s seemingly advanced technology was force-fed to the 

population through the manipulation of a non-human intelligence. 

Figure Two– General Armstrong Infiltrates and Subdues Human Military Conspirators343 
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 Even the figurehead of the state, the seemingly benevolent and symbolically named 

Fuhrer King Bradley, is himself a chimera created through a joint effort of the military and the 

homunculi in order to have a leader palatable to the population during a period of constant 

warfare. This is a persistent trope, that of the figurehead behind which a larger, and monstrous, 

conspiracy acts. These characters serve dual purposes, as a clear focus of fear and tension for the 

readers and then as a means of comparison when the stronger, actual antagonist appears. Furher 

King Bradley initially appears to be a genteel and empathetic leader, whose eventual betrayal is 

shocking to readers who are perhaps less genre savvy. They also act as a second layer of 

obfuscation in the text concerning the outlines of the conspiracy and its goals. By setting up 

Bradley as the initial villain, the conspiracy seems to be one of human-derived chimeras 

attempted to grasp control of the state through chaos and assassination. In reality, the stakes are 

substantially higher and are existential threats to the entire nation. Only ethically compromised 

middle-ranking officers, acting in cahoots in a conspiracy of their own and themselves later 

hiding the truth from the general population, are capable of eradicating this threat. 

 These tropes are the same in Claymore. This series, also set in a mythical, historically 

European-inspired world, concerns a group of highly trained young women who, for a 

substantial fee, slaughter cannibalistic monsters at the behest of an omnipresent, yet invisible, 



! 122!

Organization. Like the two other series analyzed, this is set in a fantasy universe. The narrative 

focuses on the character Claire, the lowest ranking of the Claymore fighters, who, out of pity, 

hires an orphan named Raki to serve as a servant. She and he go on several typical shonen-action 

adventures, although the level of explicit violence places the series itself in a liminal area 

between shonen and seinen readers, until events push the two characters to separate so that Claire 

can more thoroughly investigate a statewide conspiracy. This tonal shift is one that also occurs in 

Fullmetal Alchemist, and now itself has become a cliché due to its initial narrative potency and 

use in both the aforementioned series and, in the ur-example, in the television series, Neon 

Genesis Evangelion, in the mid 1990’s.  

 Claire discovers the outline of the conspiracy when she undergoes a partial ‘Awakening,’ 

a transmogrification into the cannibalistic monster called Yoma, that all Claymore are at risk of 

becoming due to their forced assimilation of the tissue of killed Yoma as child recruits. Claire 

and Raki hope to keep news of this transformation hidden, as the mission in which she partially 

transforms occurs in a holy city on an illicit job that was secretly undertaken by religious 

authorities as the attacks were occurring in a holy city, where neither Claymore nor members of 

the Organization can enter. However, it becomes apparent that this secrecy failed, as Claire is 

sent on progressively more dangerous missions with the goal of killing her without drawing the 

attention that an outright execution would bring. The first of these missions results in Claire and 

several other Claymores encountering an Awakened Being, which is discovered to be a 

transformed former Claymore. That Claymore can transform into extremely powerful beings 

initially seems to be why the Organization is so bent on secrecy, as they pose an extreme risk to 

the human population and are only held in check by being highly territorial and unwilling to 

engage in risky battles with their Awakened Being neighbors. 
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 Armed with this knowledge, Claire and her counterparts swear an alliance to protect 

themselves from the Organization and to keep the information itself secret, fearing for both their 

own lives and the possibility of destabilizing the already weakened and threatened state (See 

Figure Three). However, Claire and the rest of the conspirators are eventually sent to the far 

north of the country on what is clearly a suicide mission. After the destruction of the northern 

half of the state, they and the human population residing there are declared dead. The Claymores 

produced by the Organization thereafter are more experimental, with many being sent out to the 

field very young or less human, in order for them to be more tractable. However, this backfires 

when they prove more willing to follow the commands of the more commanding, experienced 

Claymores who eventually move out of their northern hideout and begin to move against the 

Organization. 

Figure Three: A Member of the Organization and a Complicit Claymore Watch from afar 
an Awakening344 

 
 Initially, these Claymore are intent on discovering why the Organization would willingly 

sacrifice more than half of their Claymore fighters when the Yoma and Awakened Beings 

presented an existential threat to the human population. By the time they return south, a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
344 Yagi 2012 (vol. 6), 82-83. 



! 124!

significant area of the continent on which the population lived has been depopulated. Instead of 

moving against the Awakened Beings, who are now openly vying for new territory, the 

Organization focuses most of its effort on organizing battles against older-model Claymore and 

the newer generation (See Figure Four). To determine why the Organization would become 

focused on what seems to be the lesser threat, the commander of the older Claymore stages an 

assault on the Organization’s headquarters. She discovers that the continent is a large-scale, 

multi-generational biological warfare testing ground, with the Organization comprised of 

scientists who have used genetic engineering to create Yoma and their sundry Claymore and 

Awakened offshoots.  

Figure Four: Abyssal Feeders – A Novel Claymore Type Incapable of Independent 
Thought versus Original Claymore Type345 

 
The population is kept ignorant of the outside world to more properly test the destructive 

capabilities of the weapons. In keeping with the series’ medieval setting, these scientists are 

working to create a biological weapon to counter their opponents’ ‘dragons,’ monstrous, 

programmable berserkers (See Figure Five). While Fullmetal Alchemist’s conspiracies drew 

from the middle-ranking officer revolts of the 1930’s, Claymore seems to draw its inspiration 

from the later experiments and cover-ups of the 1940’s. The sparing of the non-mutated 

population aimed at effectively gauging a weapon’s destructive capability parallels the Bomber 
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Command’s decision to spare several Japanese cities from firebombing to better able to measure 

the effects of an atomic blast. The maintenance, and taxing, of an isolated population to maintain 

a self-sustaining population of human guinea pigs mirrors the founding of Unit 731 in 

Manchuria, where scientists were allowed to test biological warfare agents on local communities 

and to harvest them for experiments. Notably, none of the persons in Claymore are true citizens 

of the state that runs the experiment, rather they are members of an overseas colonial territory. 

Figure Five: The Scientists at the Center of the Claymore Experiment346 

 

The last of the series, Attack on Titan, includes a conspiracy that closely mirrors that of 

Claymore. In the series, it is apparent that the Titans are also simply transformed humans and 

that the enclosed human population is one of at least two in existence. As in Claymore, 

authorities rely on religion as a key tool to keep the general population docile and to morally 

justify their own actions. When the population in Attack on Titan becomes destabilized beyond 

the point of control by the religious authorities, the ruling families reset the memories of that 

population. This calls into question the veracity of the characters’ belief that the wall 

surrounding their communities had not been breached in over a century. That the population had 
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been repeatedly ravaged and reset explains the low-level technological advancement in a society 

that has appeared to have mastered genetic engineering as well as solves the Malthusian 

Dilemma that a walled population would quickly encounter.  

Attack on Titan’s focus on the manipulation of history and technology by a conspiracy is 

also shared with the other two series. Fullmetal Alchemist’s Amestris, set in a pseudo-1930’s, is 

technologically advanced compared to its neighbors only through the intervention of homunculi 

derived from a much older empire, whose existence the homunculi have erased from the 

country’s history. Claymore is set within a simulation of a medieval religious principality, whose 

lack of actual history had been filled with an elaborate mythos. The education systems, or lack 

thereof in Claymore, entrench these false histories and state-driven technology in a population 

and thereby constrict its ability to freely direct its own growth. This particular paranoia resonates 

within Japan, whose history with state-driven religion, forced modernization and 

industrialization combines with debates over masochistic history347 and textbook debates to 

create a readership primed to consume media where these Gordian Knots are swiftly cut by 

relatable heroes.  

 Lastly, Attack on Titan includes a racial element in the conspiracy, as a small minority of 

the population is invulnerable to the manipulation of memory. This population includes a small 

number of individuals of European descent as well as anyone of East Asian descent. Like the 

previous two series, Attack on Titan appears to be set in a European-inspired setting and, unlike 

the Xing characters in Fullmetal Alchemist, the one character of Asian descent in the series does 

not drastically differ from the standard character model. The only initial hint that her heritage is 
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not the same as that of those around her is her name, Mikasa, compared to the largely German-

inspired names of her fellows. However, it is revealed that she is the last person of Asian descent 

within the Walls when she and her family are attacked by kidnappers, who kill her European-

descended father and attempt to subdue Mikasa and her mother. When her mother is killed in the 

fray, the kidnappers complain that, as she is only half-Asian, Mikasa will not fetch the price they 

were hoping to obtain (See Figure Six).  

Figure Six: The Lead Attacker Explains the Importance of Keeping Mikasa Alive348 

 

While manga and anime in Japan have been criticized by some as mukokuseki  

( ),349 within the last decade, this has shifted within manga and anime itself. With the rise 

of exports,350 increasing numbers of internationally produced series using anime- or manga-
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inspired imagery and the growing popularity of Korean media in Japan, there has been a 

backlash in some series against the perceived de-Japanification of these mediums. Fans, both 

domestic and foreign, criticized High School of the Dead351 for its portrayal of foreign states and 

personages whose idiocy complicated the situation of the Saitama-based protagonists. Read or 

Die352 also contained a conspiracy in which the British Library and others sought to exterminate 

humanity and had to be stopped by a plucky Tokyo librarian. Attack on Titan and its 

questionable racial ethos signal a growing perception that Japan is alone in a international 

environment hostile to its growth and well-being as a nation-state. 

The Allure of Conspiracy 

 While often viewed as a product of the twentieth century, conspiracy has a long history of 

popularity in fiction. In Europe, allegations of conspiracy in both reality and fiction have long 

possessed connection to anti-Semitism. Rumors of well poisoning and blood libel could easily 

instigate pogroms against nearby Jewish populations. These medieval legends eventually 

percolated into works such as The Manuscript Found in Saragossa,353 where the conspiracy is 

undertaken by the historically maligned population of Muslims, Jews, and Romani. East Asia has 

an equally long history of conspiracy in literature. In the early twentieth century, American 

detective noir combined with a legacy of paranoia concerning Masons and Catholics, while 

Chinese literature is filled with tales of corrupt bureaucrats and incompetent local officials 

banding together to protect their interests against an incorruptible few. In Romance of the Three 
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Kingdoms,354 conspiracy, rebellion, and reaction drive the narrative forward towards the start of 

the Three Kingdoms Period. In Tokugawa era kibiyoshi, intimate conspiracies between lovers 

and the thwarted resulted in social transgression and monstrosity, sometimes quite literally, such 

as in the case of Oiwa in the Yotsuya Kaidan.355 

 Contemporary Japanese fiction, from the popular anime Neon Genesis Evangelion to the 

manga Claymore, has combined these threads into the reoccurring motif of the small, monstrous 

cabal that guides a nation into destruction. While the antecedents of this trope are clear, the draw 

of conspiracy is less so. This is partially due to the difficulties in defining the nature and outlines 

of conspiratorial beliefs. Firstly, the nature of conspiracy theory and its various encumbrances 

must be defined. Conspiracy theory is generally defined as a belief that a discreet group acts in 

concert towards a specific goal through the manipulation of a number of concurrent events.356 

The phrase ‘conspiracy theory’ itself was a product of midcentury American paranoia, as 

scholars and social critics sought a means to express the amorphous fears of social upheaval and 

manipulation from on high that seemed to erupt every generation.357 While it should be noted 

that there are historical events that were the result of conspiracy, the majority of conspiratorial 

paranoia is directed at situations, events, and personages that are likely conspiracy-free.358 

However, a periodic conspiracy often acts as a justification for the belief in likely fictional 

others, such as the St. Bartholomew’s Days Massacre in France providing fodder for Catholic 

repression in Elizabethan England or the much more contemporary Marco Polo Bridge Incident 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
354 Luo Guanzhong, 14th Century. 
355 This tale, allegedly based on true events, was originally published as a kabuki play in 1825 by Tsuruya Nanboku 
IV and has been adapted many times since. 
356 Boltanski 2014, 203-205. 
357 Boltanski 2014, 195-196. 
358 Boltanski 2014, 171. 



! 130!

sparking distrust and fear of radical officers. When combined with a sense of powerlessness 

within a community, this results in a sometimes-pervasive faith in conspiracy. This mental state 

of frustration, belief in personal persecution, and powerlessness is often called ressentiment.359 

 Ressentiment is believed to have a strong linkage to the self-perceived intellectual, who 

Boltanski and others call the ‘semi-educated’, who believes that they have been unjustly 

prevented from attaining the status and power that they perceive that they deserve. These 

individuals are not capable of grasping the gap between their abilities and their ambitions and 

are, as a result, vulnerable to radical action and conspiratorial beliefs that promise a just world in 

which they reach the success they desire.360 A similar phenomenon has also been termed the 

Dunning-Kruger Effect by those studying cognitive functioning, which is used to describe a 

situation in which a person’s self-perceived level of ability negatively correlates with their actual 

ability, as they cannot accurately judge themselves due to ignorance of the subject and 

narcissism.361  

 Individuals susceptible to radicalism often possess a myopic worldview and a specialized 

skillset, leading some to speculate that engineers are more likely to be radicalized than their 

liberal arts counterparts.362 While this description parallels that of the narrowly educated and 

frustrated middle ranks of the Imperial Japanese military during the Asian-Pacific War, it is one 

that can be readily found in any post-industrialized state. Contemporary Japan, with its cohort of 

under-employed youth derived from an excellent, but highly standardized, education system, has 

also fostered a situation where ressentiment, and its comorbid radicalism or conspiratorial 
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thinking, could readily flourish. It is thereby unsurprising that conspiracy, both from and against 

the state, has become a popular trope in contemporary fantasy manga. The often young 

readership, who often feel buffeted by circumstances outside of their control and burning with 

as-yet unrealized ambition are perhaps the best audience for stories focused on conspiracy and 

upheaval of the status quo. 

 While radicalism and full-fledged conspiracies are the far extremes of a social system 

that allows ressentiment to fester, belief in conspiracy is much more widespread. Individuals 

who hold paranoid belief systems, while less likely to engage in violent or anti-social behavior, 

are more likely to perceive that society as a whole is corrupt and complicit in a system designed 

to oppress them. Their own inadequacies, professional or social, are often attributed to outside 

forces, such as a society in thrall to conspiracy.363 Ressentiment fosters a sense of learned 

helplessness, with those suffering from it electing to focus inwards towards conspiratorial 

thinking rather than criminal or political action.364 The paranoia and paralysis of ressentiment 

can result in an individual who seeks out conspiracy, even in otherwise escapist entertainment. 

 This focus is a pseudo-cathexis, which is the ability to center one’s energy on a particular 

object or concept, which is considered to be an important aspect of psychological development. 

Scholars of conspiracy theory and paranoid beliefs note that conspiracy theory often serves as an 

emotional and psychological center for individuals who lack such cathexis within them.365 

Without the stabilization of cathexis, the world can be easily imbued with a sense of menace as 
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an individual’s sense of intent tied to action dissolves.366 With the withdrawal of cathexis, either 

due to an individual’s inability to reach their goals or a feeling of impotence, some begin to 

develop a worldview in which they are the victims of powerful external forces. These external 

forces are personified by an amorphous ‘them,’ a conspiracy that has targeted them and those 

like them as scapegoats in order to obtain ever-greater power.367 Cathexis is then achieved 

through the construction of dramatic narratives that are both deeply complex, in order to account 

for a myriad of events, yet highly simplistic, an all-powerful malevolent entity that is focused on 

world conquest.368 

 Without cathexis, an individual who also suffers from ressentiment cannot readily accept 

the values of those around them nor easily acclimate to the society that surrounds them. With the 

perception that the world around them is inexplicably denied to them, the belief that world is a 

sham becomes probable.369 While frequently applied to the United States, the term coined by 

Hofstader, the ‘Paranoid Style,’ can be used as a general description of type.370 While the 

psychological extreme of the conspiracy theorist can be relatively thin on the ground, the impact 

on popular culture can be great. While many may ignore strangers shouting into bullhorns that 

textbooks are instilling a masochistic self-image in school children or that tragedies are set-

pieces created by a well-connected few to forward specific political goals, they are receptive to 

texts reliant on the very arguments that they shrug off in everyday life. Viewers of The X-Files in 

the United States do not necessarily believe that the government is hiding the existence of 
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extraterrestrial visitors, but may possess an underlying sense of unease towards state power. 

Those sitting in theaters watching the most recent entry of the Godzilla franchise in Japan may 

not believe in the existence of gigantic sea monsters, but may view the government response to 

the Tohoku Earthquake and Fukushima Disaster as negligent. 

 The conspiracy mindset is also predicated on paranoia and necessitates an already asocial 

or isolated individual.371 Counterintuitively, the belief in conspiracy theory often serves as a 

means of establishing a community. Individuals who share similar conspiratorial beliefs are 

bound together through the perception of shared threat and being part of an in-group, an in-group 

often differentiated from outsiders through the de-humanization of a ‘them.’372 This is not just a 

modern phenomenon, but can be seen in the thinking of the conspirators who undertook the 

many coups against the Japanese state in the Dark Valley. Believing themselves to be the true 

inheritors of the promise of the Meiji Restoration and the voice of the people, they believed 

themselves to be blocked in legitimate channels by another conspiracy of the elite against the 

commons. Like many conspiracy theorist, they felt hindered by others and unable to understand 

the limits of their own perceptions and thought. 

In the three manga series discussed in detail within this text, this dehumanization can 

take many forms. Human antagonists often share grotesque and similar character designs, 

particularly compared to the bishojo and bishonen lead characters. Outsiders are points of fear, of 

potential contamination or betrayal, and those considered to be too different often have the 

conspiracy projected upon them.373 Above, the historical paranoia concerning the elite 
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bureaucrats in China and of the Jewish or Catholic minority populations in Western Europe are 

examples of this projection. Conspiracy beliefs and shared conspiracy theories thereby foster 

conformity, particularly of belief.374 Heterodoxy of targets and narratives create nodes of 

contention. 

 Moscovici argued that conspiracy theories signal a primitive level of thinking and critical 

abilities. Only those who can readily accept a black and white worldview, where nuance and 

vagary are non-existent, can ascribe to conspiracy theories.375 To mitigate the anxiety of ever-

increasing unknowable risks, individuals will repeatedly revisit historical trauma as a form of 

exorcism. This repetition is not horrifying, but rather comforting.376 Additionally, Adorno coined 

the term ‘Pseudo-Rational Thinking,’ sometimes also called ‘semi-erudition,’ to describe a 

hyper-real worldview that is derived from irrational and superstitious belief systems. As 

mentioned, the ur-example of general acceptance of this genre in popular culture is the ever-

popular The X-Files. Individuals with this worldview often perceive themselves as great thinkers 

and intellectuals, despite performing none of the critical legwork.377 Instead they are caught up in 

a cycle of repetitive thought and pseudo-inquiry, where they rehash the past and their 

interpretation of the events endlessly and thereby perceive themselves as making slow progress 

towards an ultimate, but ultimately evasive, truth. The fruitlessness of their endeavor is masked 

by the seeming reality of their fictionalized worldview, which obscures reality’s natural 

complexities. 
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 Within contemporary manga, this paranoia is one often turned towards the middle-aged 

adults of the series. This distrust derives from a trend in Japanese literature, as authors, such as 

Ōe Kenzaburō, began to incorporate the trope of naïve youth manipulated and betrayed by adult 

caretakers in their novels. This trope moved quickly into other media.378 A recent cinematic 

example of this trope is the 2000 film adaptation of the 1999 novel Battle Royale.379 The 

director, Fukusaku Kinji, claimed that the novel and its paranoia of adult/state authority 

resonated with him due to his wartime experience as a student drafted into factory labor. His 

workplace was a known target for American bombing, and yet had still been filled with teenaged 

workers in order to keep the factory in operation. After the inevitable air raids, he and his 

surviving classmates had to clean up the corpses of their less fortunate fellow students.380 This 

trope of degenerate and vicious adults victimizing teens, brought on by the traumatic experiences 

of creatives like Ōe and Fukusaku, remains within Japanese popular culture despite the current 

generation of youth generally possessing less traumatic lives. These stories create a ‘prosthetic 

memory’ – where the narrative created around an event replaces the original memories or 

perceptions of an event.381 This perception that authorities are invariably corrupt and will gladly 

let the population under their care suffer needlessly,382 readily combines with a digital 

community consisting of individuals who feel thwarted in their lives by those in power.  

 This mindset, of an individual who believes himself or herself a misfit in a world 

designed to exclude them, is naturally one that would reoccur often in popular media. This does 
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not mean that this is an always-favorable portrayal or that the audience is unthinkingly 

sympathetic. Media, contrary to the claims of those with a conspiratorial bent, does not move in 

lock step. To draw in an audience and differentiate itself, media fosters an environment wherein 

ideas and concepts are problematized.383 Additionally, with every cycle of conspiracy beliefs, 

permutations occur which mirror each generations’ anxieties. 

Conspiracy Theory in the Present 

 The Internet has allowed for a variety of odd social outgrowths, from fostering a growing 

acceptance of BDSM384 in American youth through online SNS such as Fetlife and fan creator 

communities. Conspiracy theory communities have also gone digital, sparking concern that they 

can have a stronger impact on political and social life – which others have criticized as a 

paranoid belief.385 While magazines, word of mouth, and small meetings permitted conspiracy- 

minded individuals to collaborate, the Internet has allowed for greater exposure and saturation of 

these beliefs while also allowing sympathizers to participate surreptitiously.386 The last twenty 

years of affordable consumer internet service and a seeming acceptance of paranoid belief in 

popular media has been called the ‘Golden Age’ of conspiracy theory.387 Manga that relies on 

conspiratorial cabals and the surprising popularity of The X-Files have been used as examples of 

the success of conspiratorial belief. 
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 The anger and resentment derived from a belief in one’s own impotence, the constant 

state of ressentiment, are tied to the perception of social inequality.388 This is thought to be the 

cause of the ‘Pseudo-Conservative Revolt,’ the reactive movement in which social conservative 

have usurped nationalist rhetoric to portray themselves as the protectors of traditional culture and 

values.389 Conspiracy beliefs in Japan also tend to slant conservative, with fears about an 

entrenched state elite and of international interference remaining constant. Conspiracy theory and 

authoritarianism are often interlinked, which seems to be due to a shared fear of the outsider and 

anxiety over the loss of control.390 There is a significant statistical correlation found between 

authoritarian or conservative belief systems and the subscription to a conspiracy theory.391 

 Economic decline also appears to exacerbate conspiratorial thinking, particularly among 

fiscal conservatives who question the effectiveness of government spending. With the end of the 

Cold War, fears of communism and fellow travelers were replaced with apocalyptic conspiracy 

theories.392 Parish described this form of conspiracy theory the ‘Occult Economy’ – which 

ascribes deviant behavior and the selling of others’ well being by a faceless cabal – as a means of 

psychologically dealing with the stress of an opaque global economy.393 This ‘Occult Economy’ 

ties into the trope within popular culture and collective memory that there exists a manipulation 

of authorities of the masses. Within popular culture, an invisible elite, often assisted by adult 

authority figures, work against the well being of youth in the service of a byzantine and elusive 
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cause. In collective memory, the Imperial Japanese state incited an unwinnable war and caused 

the mass suffering of the nation – a narrative countered by revisionists who state that this 

narrative itself is a fraud perpetrated by international and domestic elites to suppress the nation. 

 That memory itself has become a focal point for conspiracy theory is unsurprising. 

Memory, to both an individual and a collectivity, is an integral part of identity.394 Individuals are 

growing progressively more suspicious of perceived attempts to control the narratives contained 

within collective memory, but remain just as susceptible to interpretations that are laudatory to 

their own in-group.395 This situation is compounded by the malleability of memory, leading to 

on-going conflict over events long past.396 Debates over the actual causes, results, and 

implications of historic trauma are a lodestone for conspiracy theory, and that revisionists cite 

conspiracy as a cause behind their truth being obscured is a natural joining of an existing 

perception of manipulation and lingering fears of authority. 

 Conspiracy theory has also been viewed as an unintended result of modernity and 

increasing social insecurity and anxiety. Historically, trauma and disaster could be ascribed to  

supernatural beings or shared sin. Without the comfort blanket of superstition, scholars such as 

Parish have claimed that conspiracy theory serves the purpose of creating a just and logical 

universe.397 Additionally, as technology becomes more specialized and accessible only to a small 

cohort of specialists, modernity itself becomes a source of anxiety. Despite complicated fail-

safes, catastrophes such as the Deepwater Horizon, Bhopal, or Fukushima still occur. With these 

events seemingly out of the control of the general population, there are fears that even greater 
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disasters lie just over the horizon or have been hidden by unnamed and invisible interests.398 

Conspiracy theory may be a psychological mechanism to mitigate the stress of crisis and 

trauma.399 

 Scholars such as Ramsay have also argued that, historically, conspiracy theories had a 

limited impact on a global scale. However, even Ramsay noted that conspiracy theories did 

influence the reception of obvious frauds such as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which has 

been translated into Japanese and has been blamed for ambient anti-Semitism in a state with a 

vanishingly small Jewish population. Rather, they argue that the success of series such as The X-

Files400 have normalized conspiracy theories to a degree not previously seen.401 Whether this is 

accurate is highly debatable. In the American context, conspiracy theories were prevalent in the 

19th Century and against villains, such as the Masons, that have been en vogue well into the 

1990’s. In Japan, fears that anarchists and communists were engaged in conspiracy against the 

central state lay behind the High Treason Incident402 and were even discussed in cabinet 

meetings as a possible consequence of surrender in 1945.403  

 Conspiracy theories are further complicated by support given to some by well-respected 

authorities. Eisenhower’s warnings about the Military-Industrial Complex were used to support 

conspiracy theories about collusion between entities such as Halliburton and the US 
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government.404 Once these theories enter mainstream media, conspiracy theories become able to 

propagate themselves and focus on a particular set of tropes. For example, UFO sightings 

became standardized once they became an inspiration for pulp magazines and B-movies. Even 

this phenomenon is predicated on a distrust of authorities and the state;405 Parish described this 

type of conspiracy theory, that seems to rely on popular culture with a gloss of authority, as a 

type of simulacra – or what Stephen Colbert would term Truthiness.406 

 

Conspiracy as a Form of Identity 

 Conspiracy theory, in contrast to personal paranoia, is one that creates a community of 

belief that Bilewicz argued can be thereby considered psychologically normal.407 Conspiracy 

theory, ascribed to by those in the throes of ressentiment, may even be beneficial as a means of 

solidifying collective identity and to direct hostility outwards towards a generally untouchable 

victim.408 As a means of ensuring that an alienated individual causes little harm to those living 

around them, conspiracy theories offer a level of security. With the artificial cathexis of a 

conspiracy theory, those who subscribe to that theory also demonstrate little need for cognitive 

closure. Rather, conspiracy theorists tend to constantly revisit their narrative and seek out new 
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interpretations409 as conspiracy theories, while often remaining anchored to specific themes, are 

under a constant state of revision.  

 Additionally, those who hold to conspiracy theory tend to also have high levels of 

collective narcissism. Collective narcissism is defined as a belief system that emphasizes the 

importance of one’s perceived in-group, often resulting in the simplification and stereotyping of 

both their in-group and competing out-groups. When collective narcissism and conspiracy theory 

are found in a single individual, that person typically demonstrates hostility towards outsiders.410 

Conspiracy theorists resist theories that attribute malfeasance to those within their own in-group. 

When confronted with such theories, they often re-interpret the theory as favorable towards their 

self-image – for example, stating that adversarial theories are a spin from their opponents.411  

 Conspiracy beliefs also are correlated to a sense of victimhood. Persons who possess a 

strong belief in the existence of an in-group and believe that this group is victimized by forces 

outside of their control are the typical personality profile of a believer in conspiracy theory.412 

Conspiracy theory typically holds to the notion that the in-group is a target of a cabal of 

outsiders, often an invisible foreign faction, which is derived from a sense of internalized 

insecurity and personal instability that is projected outwards towards a great ‘Other.’413 The 

conspiracy mentality also depends on the belief that the conspirators have nearly complete 

control over their circumstances in combination with an elaborate plan prepared for any possible 

contingency. All aspects of the world, no matter how incidental, are sublimated under the reign 
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of a vague board of conspirators,414 and conspiracy theorists prove capable on constructing 

narratives to explicate even the most unrelated of events.415 

 Conspiracy theories also tend to move in cycles. Starting in the 1970’s, conspiracy 

theories seem to move in a cycle of boom and bust, with periods of optimism dissolving into 

phases of paranoia and anxiety.416 One of the complications of conspiracy theory is that by 

simply proposing a conspiracy theory, or by attempting to debunk one, one has to entertain, 

however briefly, that it may have some form of validity.417 This offers believers an opportunity 

to further entrench their belief system. By arguing against a theory or proposing a counter-

solution, believers either cherry-pick aspects of the argument that support their claims or view its 

debunking as proof that others are conspiring and working against them.418 Netto-uyoku are a 

potential hot-spot for conspiratorial thought. As discussed in Chapter One, they tend to be well-

educated and yet feel disenfranchised and frustrated with society at large. They are victims of 

ressentiment caused by their inability to reach cathexis in their lives and thereby seek community 

and status through digital communities. Their strong online presence is not the only means 

through which they can gain influence over the wider culture, but also through their rabid 

consumption of popular media. It is likely that the constant presence of conspiracy within these 

series is that individuals, who already have a borderline conspiratorial worldview, seek out and 

consume media that align with their preconceptions.  
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The Use of Conspiracy in Manga 

 Conspiracy as a narrative device offers a number of benefits to both the creator and the 

consumer. It heightens drama as events and betrayals unfold and adds a layer of unpredictability 

and suspense to what may have been otherwise tedious story-arcs. In fantasy shonen manga, 

conspiracy is often used as a means of world building. Fantasy worlds seem more authentic and 

deep when there exists multiple factions with their own particular agendas, rather than a 

simplistic division between the protagonists and the antagonists. Within the three series in 

question, these conspiracies are dualistic. The main characters typically begin with inchoate and 

divided conspiratorial actions that merge as the story progresses. Additionally, these conspiracies 

are a reaction to outside forces, as the characters are not portrayed as duplicitous but rather 

secretive only due to necessity. This necessity is a result of a pre-existing conspiracy by invisible 

forces who possess control of the state while simultaneously hiding behind weak figureheads. 

The members of this high-level conspiracy are venal and treacherous. For the sake of clarity, 

these conspiracies are referred to as ‘active conspiracies’, while those created against it are 

‘reactive conspiracies.’ 

 This dualism allows for the actions of the protagonists to be justified. In most action, or 

action-fantasy, shōnen manga series, the protagonists band together in a clear fight against their 

opposition or to achieve a specific goal. In the previously mentioned series, Inuyasha, the 

characters are the victims of schemes perpetrated by the villain, but have no intricate plots of 

their own. This is typical of most shōnen series; however, in seinen series designed for an older 

audience, the behavior and actions of the protagonists become increasingly complex. In 

Claymore, Fullmetal Alchemist, and Attack on Titan, the vast majority of named characters of 

any relevance are eventually pulled into some form of conspiratorial action. Their level of 
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participation at the start of the series typically indicates their level of villainy. Those who are 

engaged in the state-level, active conspiracy at the beginning of the narrative skew evil, while 

those that enter the later, reactive conspiracy to thwart the first group tend towards good. 

 It should be noted that this good does not indicate innocent. For example, in Fullmetal 

Alchemist, the older members of the conspiracy against the homunculi, such as Colonel Mustang 

and Major Armstrong, were active participants in the ethnic cleansing of Ishval. These characters 

were guilty of war crimes, using their alchemistical abilities to massacre a civilian population. 

Despite this, these characters are portrayed sympathetically and are posited as victims of the 

state-level conspiracy (See Figure Seven). Their eventual actions in undermining this conspiracy 

are intended to demonstrate their redemption and their inherent lack of malice. Despite their 

illegal and covert actions, those engaged in the reactive conspiracy have good intentions. 

Furthermore, the Yoma in Claymore and the Titans were all originally human and are as much 

victims of the active conspiracy as those who engage in their slaughter.  

Figure Seven: Colonel Mustang and Lieutenant Hawkeye Conspire in the Canteen via 
Coded Speech to Avoid Surveillance419   
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Additionally, the reactive conspiracies create a noticeably small amount of bloodshed. In 

Fullmetal Alchemist, which ends with a military coup à la the February 26th Incident, most of the 

deaths occur on the reactive conspiracy side. Additionally, the coup in Claymore against the 

Organization ends with the deaths of most of those in the active conspiracy in battle, but some 

are allowed to survive in order to report the failure of the long-running biological weapons 

experiment. Ultimately, it is the weapons created by the Organization and their destruction that 

consume the final acts and climax of the series, not the end of the active conspiracy. In Attack on 

Titan, the coup occurs during a legislative meeting and is technically bloodless. Afterwards, 

however, some members of the active conspiracy are tortured by outside officers with the tacit 

approval of the reactive conspiracy. Like Claymore, it is the repercussions of this conspiracy and 

the potential threats it was designed to prevent that build the story towards its climax. 

Furthermore, the participants of the conspiracies derive from different social classes. In 

Fullmetal Alchemist, the majority of the reactive conspirators are not only lower ranking 

members of the military, but also are from the urban lower classes or from rural communities. 

Only the foreign characters from Xing, engaged in their own power struggles and machinations 

at home, and Mustang’s subordinates, Lt. Hawkeye and Major Armstrong, come from upper-

middle class or elite backgrounds. In Claymore, the Claymores are all orphaned girls from 

impoverished rural villages unwilling or unable to care for them. In Attack on Titan, the majority 

of the characters are either from the outer-most ring, and are thereby displaced persons, or 

members of shunned minority from across the sea.  Ultimately, many of the conspiracies of the 

young officers within contemporary fantasy manga mirror those attempted coups of young 

Japanese officers during the 1930’s. Part of this may be due to the lingering appeal of the loser, 
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although group, consisting of several war criminals and known radicals, that presently bear a 

significant social taboo, in Japanese fiction.420 

This dual level conspiracy, of the active and the reactive, harkens back to the 

justifications for the myriad of coups as well as aggressive and unsanctioned attacks in China. 

Members of the elite hide behind a figurehead and conspire to further their own interests at the 

expense of the general public. While the stakes in the fantasy-action genre tend towards the 

apocalyptic and human-level extinction, for members of the radical officer corps, it was an 

ontological threat to the nation. Because the state system was perceived to have been constructed 

to prevent legitimate, legal action that would satisfy, they were encumbered by engagement in 

conspiracies of their own. Even violent or destructive acts in their past that would normally have 

delegitimized any of their actions, for example, the destruction of a civilian population, would be 

justified as the guilt would ultimately be placed on the shoulders of the active conspirators.  
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Chapter Four 

The Beginning and the End of the Dark Valley 

 

Introduction 

 The early modern period421 of Japan was marked by tension and anxiety, both within 

Japan itself and in its relationship with its neighbors, beginning with the foreign intervention of 

the United States fleet intersecting with the diminishing power of the Tokugawa authorities and 

culminating in the Asian Pacific War. While long past, these events still cast a lingering shadow 

over Japan’s foreign policy, particularly in its relations with The People’s Republic of China and 

the Koreas. This section of the dissertation will focus largely on the Dark Valley period of Japan; 

a period when militarist fascism and overseas expansionism became the most powerful 

determinates of society and everyday life. The rise of fascism in Japan took a very particular 

form, as while in both Germany and Italy the fascist movement was led by a single strongman 

with a cadre of close supporters, Japan possessed no identical analogue. Although Japan had an 

Emperor, his level of power and connection to everyday life were not equal to those of Hitler or 

Mussolini. Furthermore, his actions and responsibility during this period remain highly 

contentious. Moreover, unlike their European counterparts, a host of middle-ranking officers, not 

radical semi-civilian political movements, in Japan were responsible for the violent actions that 

caused political upheaval.  
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Era Name Date Range 
Meiji Era 1868-1926 

Taisho Era 1912-1926 
Showa Era 1926-1989 
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 As Kanno noted, there is no innate tendency in the modern phenomenon of the nation-

state that causes a drift towards fascism or authoritarian government. Nor is nationalism itself the 

primary cause of these movements, although nationalism can act as a touchstone for fascist 

rhetoric and as a justification for radical acts. Rather, the road to authoritarianism is one that lies 

at the intersection of economic conditions, social upheaval, and political policy. A depressed 

domestic economy is thought to be the ultimate root of this trend, as a desperate population seeks 

economic salvation through a powerful state.422 Many argue that Japan’s descent into fascism 

only became acute after the Manchurian Incident. The military high command and the state’s 

inability to prevent unsanctioned actions by radical young officers was fatally combined with the 

decline of political parties and true civilian government.423 Even then, many contemporary 

commentators argued that civilian rule in Japan would not fall to authoritarianism like Italy or 

Germany, due to Japan’s strong reliance on its constitution.424 However, middle class apathy, 

cynicism towards politics, and a perception that the civilian state was impotent demonstrated the 

insubstantiality of that hope.425 

 

Domestic Politic Situation Prior to the Dark Valley Period 

 After the Meiji Restoration, a successful coup against the Tokugawa government, Japan 

rushed to modernize due to the fear that foreign intervention would eventually subvert the 

sovereignty of the state. Even decades after the event, the predominate concern for leadership in 
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Japan was that of security.426 However, state leadership also held that this security was elusive 

while the moral foundation of the newly coalesced nation remained, in their view, lax.427 The 

most effective means of transmitting this new moral code to the public at large was through mass 

education. Educators were required by the state to instruct their charges on topic ranging from 

officially sanctioned ideals of physical hygiene to ethics and morality.428 The manipulation of 

public perception by the state via the education system is not a phenomenon that went unnoticed 

by the general public. Contemporary revisionists echo their forebears of a century prior when 

they complain that the public interpretation of history is a reflection of the political elite rather 

than the general population. 

 Nor was the education of the youth the only means of shaping mass behavior. The Meiji 

Period witnessed the burgeoning of a new vocabulary incorporated into everyday speech that 

encapsulated particular ideologies. International relationships were likened to predatory 

relationships, ‘Loyalty and Patriotism’ ( ) became the expectation of all new kokumin 

( ) and shinmin ( ). Whenever possible, individuals were exposed to new documents 

promulgated by state authorities to ensure the stability of the new social order, such as the 

Imperial Rescript on Education that emphasized the importance of civic duty.429 By the 1890’s, 

these new ideas had shaped Japan into a novel nation under a now stable state apparatus.430 Like 

recent converts, this just-hatched nation could be zealous in defense of its new identity. 
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 Religion also played a role in the formation of national identity in the decades following 

the Meiji Restoration. In 1900, the Shrine Bureau ( ) was created as a means of further 

establishing state acceptable morals and national spirit, as well as fostering a “reverence for the 

gods and respect for the ancestors” that would bind the people more firmly behind the state.431 

Decades later, after the bombing of Pearl Harbor by Imperial Japanese forces, religious groups of 

all stripes in Japan fell into line and offered their unwavering support for the now widened Asian 

Pacific War. Religious observances, which had relatively declined in the years prior to 1941, 

witnessed an uptick in popular interest. For example, the Ise Shrine complex had a 23% increase 

in devotees and pilgrims in the period following the Pearl Harbor attack.432 

Perhaps this long-lasting relationship between religion, particularly State Shinto, and the 

Imperial Japanese state, combined with the notoriety of New Religions like the defunct Aum 

Shinrikyo, is the catalyst behind the reoccurring trope of untrustworthy cults and manipulative 

dogma in contemporary fantasy manga. The first major antagonist of the series, introduced 

almost immediately in the series’ first chapter, Fullmetal Alchemist is a cult leader working 

under the command of the homunculi in a distant region of Amestris. Claiming to perform 

miracles, he is able to keep a desperate population under his command and foster paranoia 

against the central state, especially their State Alchemists, in order to spark a violent civil 

conflict (See Figure Two). Similarly, the Wall cult in Attack on Titan work to ensure that the 

entombed population remains docile and accept the falsehoods spread by the central state (See 

Figure Three). The religion in Claymore is a more positive portrayal of a deceptive cult. While 
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they deceive the central authorities, they are aligned with the rebel Claymore faction and secretly 

provide fugitive warriors with safe-haven. 

Figure Two: The Elric Brothers Look on Askance at a Powerful Cult Leader433  

 
Figure Three: The Leader of the Wall Cult Attempts to Obfuscate the Truth to Survey 

Corps Science Officer Sasha434 

 
 

Kokutai as an Instrument of Social Cohesion 

In Japan, societal cohesion during the Dark Valley was fostered using nationalist 

sentiment and iconography that took the form of kokutai ( ), or the national body. As Japan 

was a late industrializer, nationalist sentiment was a semi-conscious outgrowth of official policy 

and strategy. To conceptualize the idea of a national whole to an otherwise fragmented 

population, the metaphor of the body was used to ensure popular support in major decisions 

undertaken by leadership in Japan. The Emperor and his family were envisioned as the head, 
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with Japan and its population as the remainder of the body. Assimilated or colonized Asian 

populations were described as ‘cousins.’ This was further delineated in the concept of kōdō (

), or the Imperial Way. This placed the Emperor in the role of the father to his nation, 

inherently benevolent and kind, to whom the people owed devotion and diligent service like 

children owe to their respected parents. The education system, which was founded shortly after 

the Meiji Restoration to further acculturate the population, was utilized by the government to 

instill obedience to the idea of the Emperor, who served as a tangible embodiment of the concept 

of the nation .435 In addition, the concept of lordly rule, with loyalty to a ‘person’ rather than to 

the abstract notion of a nation, did not lie in the distant past for many of the wartime generation. 

Both Tojo Hidenori and Yamashita Sakichi were alive when the Meiji Restoration occurred and 

were raised in families whose worldview was imbued with this value system.436 

 Tokugawa-era Japan had a number of rituals and social systems that defined public 

behavior, as well as the formation of identity and personal expectations. A relatively strict caste 

system limited individuals to certain industries, while defining their code of conduct in everyday 

lives through sumptuary laws and employment restrictions. A punative justice system that relied 

heavily on branding and execution ensured a certain level of security and maintained a law-and-

order situation in the country. Religious practices were monitored to prevent a rebound of the 

Christian population as well as smaller cult practices that were considered to be potentially 

threatening to established social orders.437 However, after the Meiji Restoration, a considerable 

level of social reformation took place within the Japanese society. Consequently, the caste 
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system was dissolved; limitations on domestic travel were abolished; and relative freedom of 

religious practice was granted to the Japanese population.  

Fromm noted that after the Industrial Revolution, a vacuum was created that reduced the 

importance of religion and its attendant rituals following the rise of rationality.438 Fromm 

claimed that authoritarian ideologies, such as Stalinism, had taken the positions once held by the 

dramatic and transcendent belief systems.439 In Japan, the state strengthened the ideology of 

State Shinto, which placed the Emperor at the pinnacle of political and social power although it 

was a symbolic institution, which had no real relevance or importance in the past. The Meiji 

Restoration needed legitimization that could be obtained through an alliance with the Imperial 

Household, whose symbolic legitimacy pre-dated the Tokugawa state.440 The notion of a return 

of the historical golden age had an appeal that was quickly harnessed by the government. 

However, the actual power of the emperor during this period has long been a subject of debate, 

especially concerning the responsibility of the Showa emperor in relation to the wartime actions 

of the Japanese Imperial army.441 The rhetoric of imperial power would seem to imply that the 

emperor would hold final responsibility for the actions of the state that acted in his name, but 

others have posited that the Emperor essentially retained the ceremonial role that they had long 

possessed.  

During the wartime reign of the Showa emperor, there were written accounts indicating 

that he and his advisors seemed to hold to the concept of a limited sovereignty whereby the 

emperor served a role not dissimilar to the regent of the United Kingdom and surrendered most 
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mundane powers to state officials.442 However, this is subverted by most individuals in the state 

apparently credited the emperor with a great deal of influence over their decision-making 

process. Additionally, it was the Imperial proclamation that led to the surrender of Japan.443 

However, the sanctity of the throne did not prevent a cadre of officers from attempting to stop 

the airing of the surrender.  

The puzzle surrounding the nature of this type of power has been a topic of exploration 

for many historians. Ultimately, the guilt or innocence of the Showa emperor is well beyond the 

purview of this work, but the question of power embodied in a single individual is not. Despite 

the actual state of power held by the emperor during wartime, questions regarding the legitimacy 

of the concentration of power into the hands of a few individuals have been repeatedly 

highlighted within the media.444 Fromm argued that the need to idolize an object or individual is 

one of the central needs that are ingrained in the nature of humanity.445 The potential of this was 

recognized relatively late in the west during modernization when social theorists like Gustav Le 

Bon, who influenced fascist leaders in Europe, and Edward Bernays, who fathered modern 

advertising, altered the way in which the newly established urban masses were conceived.446  

In this regard, Walter Lippmann was skeptical of the long-term survival of a democratic 

system in a situation where manipulation of the crowd was a commonly practiced phenomenon 

in the society.447 But, in Japan, this idea was adopted to ensure the formation of the nation state 

and industrialization after the conscious dismissal of the previous social system. This was a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
442 Toland 2014. 
443 Dower 1999. 
444 Stanley 2015, 178 
445 Fromm 2010, KINDLE LOCATION 381-385 
446 Please see Le Bon’s 1985 work The Crowd and Bernay’s 1928 work Propaganda. 
447 Lippman 2014. 



! 155!

calculated gamble on the part of the then centralizing state and it took advantage of a pre-existing 

system of censorship and media control. In order to legitimize their power, the Meiji state needed 

to employ rituals and symbolic actions. The emperor and his family provided a wealth of 

opportunities for this, and his regalia of a Western prince and a member of an unbroken line of 

descent to the pre-history of Japan created an image palatable to both international and domestic 

viewers. The codification of national goals were elucidated in proclamations issued from the 

emperor and enacted by the public through daily rituals. From the classroom to the army 

barracks, everything testified to the deification of the emperor and religious rituals that were 

diverted into State Shinto. The human need for the dramatic and the ritual was focused onto the 

narrative of the kokutai and the sacred destiny of the nation.448 Other late modernizers, like the 

Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, also harnessed this need for their own ends.449 Fromm 

described this as a type of death wish in which the self is extinguished in a larger whole, which is 

what these rituals eventually became.450  

 

Japan’s Development into an Industrial and Authoritative State 

 In the wake of the chaos perpetuated by rapid urbanization and industrialization, followed 

by economic depression and several military coups, kōdō became a very tempting source of 

stability for Japanese society. Many societies could not readily replace the benign rule of an 

autocrat interceding as a loving father with democracy, especially if democracy could lead to 

civil strife and lower standard of living.451 However, even the Emperor, who theoretically 
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retained ultimate authority, could be socialized into the kōdō belief system. This leads to a 

circular kind of leadership, where everyone looks up for guidance while the top looks down. The 

Showa Emperor once rebuked the sitting Prime Minister over the assassination of Marshal 

Chang Tso-lin by intractable military officers, only to be himself rebuked by Prince Saionji who 

told him to “Reign, not rule”.452 Simultaneously powerful but silent, the theoretical source of 

authority and legitimacy could not act as a brake when the rhetoric surrounding himself spun out 

of control. Whether this, as some may argue, excuses Emperor Showa from blame for the Asia-

Pacific War is unclear.  

Many members of the Japanese state and military adhered to the principles of kōdō, 

despite the personal benefits they may have received from placing greater responsibility on 

Imperial shoulders. Even the American Occupation forces, with their theoretically democratic 

leanings, held to these principles as a means of ensuring peace during their reign.453 The origins 

of this concept can be traced back to the ideologies connected to industrialization, as Japan was a 

late industrializer and, in order to accomplish the desired goals and objectives of rapid 

modernization, certain societal changes were required that led to considerable reforms in the 

lives of Japanese citizens. This brought on a strong type of statism in Japan, which began to 

closely direct the minutia of its citizens’ lives in ways not previously experienced. Consequently, 

various modes of mass communication such as radio and telegraph as well as publication media 

like newspapers were widely utilized after the Meiji Restoration.454  

Newspapers, although often loosely controlled by the government censorship office, 

become popular sources of entertainment, not only in urban but also in rural areas. Transgressive 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
452 Toland 2014, KINDLE LOCATION 609-619 
453 Dower 1999. 
454 Jansen 2002 



! 157!

narratives, such as the popular genre of Poison Women ( ) discussed previously, were well-

received, often delineating what was normal and acceptable from what were violations of social 

order.455 The implementation of mass education ensured that primary educational attainment was 

made mandatory for every child, which necessitated the abandonment of a traditional agricultural 

lifestyle while adopting skills essential to functioning in an industrial age.456 The majority of the 

Japanese population during that period were agricultural workers, frequently small tenant 

farmers, who worked according to the season and climate. In his book, (The 

Forgotten Japanese), the folklorist Miyamoto Tsuneichi noted that some of these folkways 

endured well into the first half of the twentieth century; however, they had largely been 

abandoned within the living memory of those he interviewed in his 1984 work.457 This was a 

lifestyle that held to a different calendar and was outside of closely measured time. Schools, in 

particular, represented the end of the Tokugawa Period and were recognized as such during the 

period. Children, especially in marginal farmland, provided much needed labor while children 

from the rural areas were transferred from the rural work to industrial labor.458 It was a 

significant loss for these families to surrender their children for hours a day during the many 

important growing and harvesting periods. 

Media played its due role to ensure that the Japanese government was able to control the 

sentiments of the people. The standardization of the Tokyo dialect was enforced partially through 

mass media, along with the contribution of educators at the newly opened public schools all 
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across the nation.459 This allowed a strong presence and influence of government to limit the 

influence of radical groups and elements within the mass media and society at-large as, during 

the early years of the Restoration, the central government had been challenged by a number of 

provincial riots, rebellions, and insurrections. The promise of a democratic government also 

proved to be a powerful lure for the peasantry, who began to openly oppose government policies, 

while the central government depended on the mass media to counter these threats and quell anti-

government sentiments.  

Another source of unrest was that living standards, despite industrialization, had not 

improved since the Meiji Period. Union movements began during the late Meiji Period and, 

although the image of these movements was tainted by the actions of radical anarchists, they 

gained momentum after the First World War. These movements demonstrated a belief that the 

working class, when united in a common cause, could affect political change despite lack of 

wealth and connections. Some groups began to publish their own circulars and small 

newspapers.460 Increasing unemployment during the Taisho Period also fed into the growth of 

union movements, particularly in lucrative industries like steelworks and shipyards.461 However, 

after the Rice Riots of 1918 ( ), members of the right wing, the military, and industrialists 

increasingly opposed unionizers.462 Following the Manchurian Incident, this opposition became 

increasingly violent. As union members, fellow-travellers, or their potential sympathizers were 
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targeted, many unions were forced to dissolve under increasingly stringent anti-Communist 

legislation. Some unionists were also targets of physical violence and arrest.463 

The emergence of an authoritative state began with the development of the police force 

and a national military. Individuals in the rural areas did not view police officers in positive 

manner; one such incident involved vandalizing police station during the proceedings of a local 

festival.464 In addition, the military forcefully drafted young individuals from the rural areas into 

the military service, which further increased tension between the local population and the state. 

Rural families viewed this system as an onerous burden. Sons, who had aged out of the public 

education system and who were entering some of their more productive work years, were 

potential draftees.465 Taken by the central state, they often returned socialized to a culture alien 

to their local community. While many states had decades, or even centuries, to adapt to these 

dramatic changes, in Japan they were consciously implemented by the state within a span of 

three decades. In less than a generation life had undergone almost unrecognizable shifts in 

culture that have continued repercussions. 

 

Consumer Culture and Loss of Meaning in Japan 

A shift from rural and traditional way of life to one that is industrialized and mechanized 

has had considerable implications for any society. In this regard, when discussing those effects 

on Western Europe, Fromm placed emphasis on the shifts in the re-orientation of life from 

religion to productive labor, i.e., machines become central to life and its products were the 
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ultimate signifier of meaning.466 Consequently, a significant loss in meaning facilitates 

consumerism within society, which ultimately divides population into the left and right-winged 

parties; this transition was witnessed in Japan as early as Erotic-Grotesque Movement in the 

Taisho Period. Within this movement, violence and transgressive sexual behavior were 

employed to demonstrate the superficiality of contemporary urban society, where all aspects of 

life had become commoditized. Without intrinsic value, human life and culture becomes cheap 

and interchangeable.467 The Erotic-Grotesque Movement was highly critical of a consumerist 

society, which Fromm noted as a cheapening of previously valuable social institutions, such as 

erudition or emotional ties.468 The replacement of traditional values with social and emotional 

ties with heightened pleasure-seeking tendencies through consumption significantly altered the 

course of human life and experience.469 

Fromm also observed that this type of highly commercialized and industrialized society 

has an intrinsic need to adhere to a specific type of ritualistic behavior, which ultimately leads to 

sanitization and safety in life that minimizes life-threatening behavior and fosters physical 

comforts in society at the cost of decreased emotional and psychological growth.470 The 

disconnect between the actual and abstract human needs creates internal tension.471 In this 

situation, society works towards an oppressive normalcy.472 Similar to Japan, Russia, Germany 

and Italy were also late entrants in the race towards industrialization with a general trend towards 
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fostering fascist regimes. This type of government created a sense of internal security and 

uniformity and often had expansionist goals, which further enhanced the sense of security by 

enforcing oppressive state power onto potential enemies.  

Japan also experienced a massive population explosion after the Meiji Restoration, with 

the population reaching nearly eighty million on a chain of islands with a limited agricultural 

potential for sustaining large-sized population.473 Even after industrialization, prior to the 

postwar period, the majority of the population was engaged as agricultural laborers. With a 

massive population attempting to eke out a living within a limited amount of space, Japan was 

heading towards a Malthusian crisis. The government sought to mitigate this crisis by 

encouraging emigration, with the state supporting emigrants moving eastward towards Hawaii, 

California, and Brazil. Conversely, the United States in particular created a quota system that 

limited the number of Japanese émigrés that could enter the country, due to a racial system that 

discriminated against ‘non-white’ people. This frustration partially fueled Japan’s outward 

expansion in the remaining cardinal directions to establish control over accessible regions, such 

as Hokkaido and the Okinawan Island chains.  

These regions had been under the partial control of the Tokugawa government through 

some of their vassal domains and their native populations were unable to resist Japanese 

involvement. Japanese merchants also established outposts throughout East Asia, while dealing 

in human trafficking in cases when, out of poverty, rural families were forced to sell their 

daughters into the overseas sex trade. Many of these young women sent money back home that 

supported their families, despite being shunned by their home communities.474 Eventually, this 
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led to further expansion into Korea and North China, partially led by middle-ranking military 

officers who were largely drawn from the rural regions of the country and who experienced the 

hardships of limited space firsthand. Manchuria, in particular, was seen by many as a land of 

wealth and opportunity for lower-class farmers who had little hope for stability or social 

advancement within Japan.475 

State expansion was not only an outward, geographic movement, but an inwardly and 

personally focused movement as well. Public morality, as conceived in Europe, was also 

enforced on the Japanese public. Public bathhouses, which had been historically mixed-

gendered, were separated based on sex. The family structure was altered along the lines typically 

construed as normal by members of the social elite, which had a head of household system 

within legalized marriage that was expanded to the whole nation by the koseki system. But there 

was push-back against this system, as the writer Kobayashi Hideo noted wryly that persons who 

would not bat an eye at a workman wearing naught but a loincloth railed against the wearing of 

swimsuits as decadent.476  

 

Economic Instability and Rising Tension in Japan 

The population and cultural crises were exacerbated by regional and international 

financial disasters. After the end of WWI, the government was unable to meet high expectations 

related to its promises regarding financial security and economic growth.  During the war, Japan 

had transitioned into a floating currency, which gave them an ability to easily export their goods 

abroad. Fearing potential economic instability, then Prime Minister Hamaguchi decided to move 

back to the gold standard, which crippled Japanese exports as the yen was set at a very high rate; 
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this further reduced the country’s economic prosperity. Many citizens in Japan found 

disappointing this as the actual spoils of war did not match the promises that had been made by 

the government.477  

The beginning of global economic depression following reversion to gold standard has 

been generally marked as the start of the Dark Valley Period.478 After the disastrous return to the 

gold standard, international markets collapsed in the 1929 global Depression, which many 

historians have marked as the beginning of the Dark Valley Period.479 Germany also experienced 

massive economic instability, leading to political and social turmoil, in a period that led to a rise 

in fascism and ultra-nationalism.480 Italy, the third major Axis power, also experienced a 

currency collapse when the lira’s exchange value was set too high after the First World War.481  

Labor disputes were not uncommon, nor was bitterness towards an industrial system that 

was often defined by miserable conditions. However, fewer than 8% of laborers in Japan were 

able to unionize, with, in many instances, the state openly supporting the interests of capital and 

industry over the well being of the individual worker.482 Consequently, an overall bleak 

economic outlook, combined with a relatively novel social construction lacking traditional caste 

systems that gave individuals clearly defined roles, in Japan seemed to foster an environment 

that facilitated the introduction of fascism in Japan. Compounding this already fraught situation, 

a majority of persons in Japan placed blame for the economic catastrophe and the lack of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
477 Okamoto 2015. 
478 Brendon, 2007, 49 
479 Brendon, 2007, 49 
480 Brendon, 2007, 31 
481 Brendon, 2007, 207 
482 Brendon, 2007, 206 



! 164!

recovery on the shoulders of the central state.483 Economic hardship and distrust in a state that 

had spread its influence into the daily lives of its citizens created a potential powder keg for civil 

unrest and mistrust. 

The rising costs of basic commodities caused tension internally, which spread into the 

military due to the high level of conscription of individuals hailing from poor rural backgrounds, 

while the overall purchasing power of the consumers was drastically reduced. Tenant farmers 

owed an average of 600 yen, which was equal to several years worth of income, to money 

lenders and landlords. Most did not even have the ability to deal in hard currency and had to rely 

on personal-level trading to provide for the needs of the household.484 Meanwhile, various 

sources of mass media ensured that the rural population was well-aware of the lavish lifestyle 

and extravagance of the wealthy elite class in the urban areas of the country. 

 With the image of a soulless, urbanized society, the countryside was posited as the 

remaining source of true culture and soul.485 Fromm argued that the modern age brought in a 

new type of pseudo-religious belief in the redemptive value of labor, particularly when applied to 

the working class who were characterized as being morally inferior to their wealthy 

compatriots.486 This environment further promoted tension and friction between the urban 

proletariat and the rural poor within the Japanese society. The relative lack of state control over 

rural regions ensured that those populations were more hostile to the capitalized central 

government, which led to the radicalization of the vital middle ranks of the military.487 Rationing 
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and increased taxes due to economic depression and eventual military action also increased 

antagonism between the central state and the rural population, who believed that they were 

making the majority of sacrifices for their country.488 This narrative has not been expurgated by 

wartime experience as the image of inaka and furosato still resonate in Japan. 

 

The Great Kantō Earthquake and the Rise of Violent Fascism 

 There are a number of differing definitions of the type of government and state structure 

that Imperial Japan possessed during the Dark Valley Period. Some in the United States shy 

away from describing the situation as fascist as, unlike its European contemporaries, Japan was 

not under the control of a single charismatic strongman. However, the Japanese state during the 

period possessed many of the traits that Umberto Eco described as Ur-Fascism in his 1995 essay 

on the topic. In particular, Japan possessed a violent ideology, intolerant of dissent, predicated on 

a nationalistic form of populism that eschewed democracy or republicanism in favor of a 

homogenous ‘people.’489 Similar debates also exist in Japan, although popular nomenclature – to 

the point that it is enshrined in the Japanese language version of Wikipedia,490 is Imperial 

Fascism ( ). Other scholars, such as Umezawa Shohei, elect to use (a 

perhaps incendiary choice when translated from the Japanese) terms like National Socialist in 

addition to fascism to describe the political system.491 For the sake of clarity, ‘fascism’ in this 

work refers to the political situation of Imperial Japan during the Dark Valley after the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
488 Yoshiaki 2015, 47-48 
489 Eco 1995. 
490 As a collectively edited encyclopedia it reflects common usage and understanding, demonstrating what the 
average, non-scholarly user knows or wishes to know and generally accepted knowledge. While the veracity of 
particular entries are debatable, it is a valuable source to discern what a broad spectrum of the public believe to be 
true or hold to be accurate nomenclature. 
491 Umezawa, 2011. 



! 166!

ascendency in political power of radical military officers and decline of civilian authority 

following the assassination of Prime Minister Inukai in 1932.492 

 The Axis Powers shared a number of similarities beyond their affiliation during the 

Second World War. All three were recently developed nation-states, forming strong central state 

systems from aggregates of smaller, often inwardly focused, semi-independent political entities. 

Latecomers to imperialism, the three sought colonies overseas and had difficulties holding the 

territories, sparking resentment and a sense of mutual grievance towards more established liberal 

democracies who had already established colonial territories. While Germany had been led into 

fascism through the dual disappointments of the military failure of the First World War and the 

economic burden of reparation, combined with a global depression, Japan moved towards 

authoritarianism through the combination of international frustrations and the domestic disaster 

of the 1923 Great Kantō Earthquake.493  

 The earthquake devastated swaths of urban Tokyo and Yokohama, and the resulting 

firestorm left hundreds of thousands homeless. Additionally, the disaster served as a cover for 

anti-Korean violence. While Korea and Formosa were colonial territories that could not be easily 

wrested from Japanese control, the workers from these regions served as a base of labor, 

although often unwilling, for industry that edged out native-born laborers. Authorities, seeking a 

target for violence, released a statement that the uncontrolled fire was the work of a Korean 

conspiracy, which resulted in massacres of the already displaced Korean population. 

Additionally, despite the declaration of martial law, within the less devastated sections of the 

cities, parts of the population looted caches of rice. The military also took the opportunity to 
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assassinate members of the radical left, particularly the anarchist Osugi Sakae, his wife, the 

feminist Itō Noe, and his nephew.494  

 Even in contemporary media, the 1923 Great Kantō Earthquake and subsequent fire 

remain consistently revisited images. Part of this is the ready parallels between the images of the 

disaster and those of post-firebombed Tokyo. The drama of the incident is another draw; for 

example, the 2013 Studio Ghibli film, The Wind Rises, uses period images of rushing refugees 

and burnt out housing to inform a sequence of the film.495 One of the reasons for the survival and 

ubiquity of these images is that the disaster occurred during the first flush of mass media 

saturation in Japan.496 The power of viewing, particularly potent for scenes of disaster, is 

formidable and transcends time.497  

 The Japanese state initially promised a great program of rebuilding of Tokyo and 

Yokohama, with the pledge that they would equal the splendor of other capital cities. However, 

several years later, these promises had failed to materialize and citizens complained that Tokyo 

appeared ramshackle and impoverished. The now constant stream of mass-produced images 

allowed Tokyoites to easily compare their capital to those of London or Paris.498 Less than three 

months into the rebuilding efforts, one young man attempted to assassinate a government official 

due to its limited progress.499 Bitterness towards the central state, and its perceived sluggishness 

towards the re-housing of the population, was only compounded by the influx of international 

aid. One commentator noted that the only people who really profited from the rebuilding were 
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brothel owners buying up contracts of women whose families were still displaced months and 

years after the disaster.500 

 By the mid-1930’s, this governmental inability to live up to its own promises fostered a 

sense that public officials lacked the will to act for the collective good.501 The Manchurian 

Incident is alleged to have been in part inspired by this perceived intransigence on the part of 

state officials to do more to mitigate the damage of the ever-lengthening Great Depression. 

Manchuria’s desirability lay partially in its potential as a generator for economic revival and as a 

solution for land scarcity.502 The seeming weakness of the central state in Tokyo allowed for the 

military to argue that their intervention in civilian rule was an absolute necessity.503 The Meiji 

Restoration provided a precedent for such action. The military argued that the civilian 

government had been corrupted by the zaibatsu, foreign intervention, and a weak bureaucratic 

elite and that they would once more act to reform the state.504 

 However, one benefit that the central state reaped was the growth in collectivized action, 

as neighborhoods and then eventually larger civic organizations formed to redevelop and then 

monitor their communities.505 Previously established organizations established lines of 

communications and supplies that would eventually aid in the creation of a war economy. For 

example, the Osaka branch of the Asahi Shinbun not only worked to compensate for the loss of 

publishing equipment in Tokyo, but also sent more mundane items, such as pots and pans, to 
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their displaced colleagues.506 Newspapers, in an attempt to mitigate negative public opinion, 

published laudatory stories emphasizing that the length of the rebuilding was due to the 

sophistication and modernity of the newly erected structures – comparing them to Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s Imperial Hotel that had survived the earthquake and fire.507  

 

Factions and Rebellions 

 By the midpoint of the 1930’s, the Japanese army had become honeycombed with 

factions and divisions of nearly every type.508 With the limitations placed on the formation of 

political parties and the seeming success of previous conspiracies in the struggle leading to the 

Meiji Restoration, the generations coming of age during the Taisho and Showa Period were 

primed to engage in the formations of often-secretive factions. Older politicians, officers, or 

theorists found that younger devotees were willing to school those around them, to their personal 

benefit. In some cases, like Kita Ikki, this link between them and radicalized youth ended to their 

detriment. Even these factions could themselves have additional divisions, a Russian nesting doll 

of conspiracies and internal mistrust. Lt. Gen. Araki Sadao, who theoretically met a much 

happier end than the less well-born Kita, drew a portion of the Kōdōha ( ) faction into his 

gravitational well. Compounding this confusion of motivations and ideologies was that factions 

would expend a great deal of effort working against factions that shared similar political and 

social outlooks. The aforementioned Kōdōha worked in opposition to both the central state 

bodies and the Tōseiha ( ) faction, headed by eventual Aizawa Incident victim Lt. Gen. 
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Nagata Tetsuzan and Tōjō, as Kōdōha believed in the complete overthrow of the established 

power structure.509  

 This conflict between factions resulted in multiple instances of violence. As mentioned 

above, Lt. Colonel Aizawa Saburo, a member of Kōdōha, assassinated one of the leaders of the 

Tōseiha faction in August of 1935.510 This event precipitated the eventual February 26 Incident, 

which came one day after Gen. Makizaki Jinzaburō, a member of Kōdōha who had been forced 

into retirement by the murdered Nagata, gave his testimony at the trial of Aizawa.511 These 

divisions, compounded by violence and mutual distrust, forced the Japanese military into an 

untenable situation. Aggressive expansion into the Asian continent could not be curtailed, but 

neither could preparation and logistical planning be properly undertaken. Every development 

could potentially, and often did, result in crisis. 

 The lack of control within the chain of command that is essential to the proper 

functioning of a military was further exacerbated by the popularity of the notion of Gekokujō (

), a term that percolated around Japan as early as the late Heian and early Muromachi 

Period to describe the changing social order where nobles were edged out of power by wealthy 

warlords.512 Notably, this did not extend to the abolishment of the Imperial dynasty, no matter 

how weak or cumbersome the institution may have become.513 During the Taisho and early 

Showa Periods, this concept experienced a resurgence in popular culture.514 Even late in the 
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Asian-Pacific War, the Japanese government supported the filming of the Mizoguchi Kenji’s 

adaptation of the 47 Ronin ( ), a tale about a samurai taking revenge, despite state 

prohibition, against an official who had maneuvered to have their hotheaded lord executed 

several years before. Some of the rhetoric of this period that was placed under the larger banner 

of Gekokujō hewed close to that of socialism, with some young officers arguing for wealth 

redivision in the favor of farmers so that the power of the oligarchs could be broken.515  

 This situation in the late-1920’s, in which the chain of command could be bypassed, was 

given an additional boost when neither the Wakatsuki Government nor the army High Command 

could rein in middle-ranking radical officers, who had then cloaked themselves in the rhetoric of 

national defense and sacrifice.516 Years later, in the trials of the February 26th rebels, one 

anonymous person grumbled that the circumstances had shifted so dramatically towards these 

officers that the Imperial family were likely to find themselves in the shoes of the Romanoffs.517 

And, due to the support of these young officers, Gen. Araki was able to maneuver himself back 

into a Cabinet position.518 

 In addition to the above-mentioned factions of young officers, who were not reluctant to 

use violence to obtain political goals, leftists, socialists, and union groups used similar tactics as 

well.519 It should be also noted that well after the end of the war, the political Left in Japan – 

particularly those tied to the Communist Party – did engage in acts of politically motivated 
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violence, such as the three attacks during the late 1940’s on the Tokyo railway system. However, 

unlike the young officers, groups connected to the Left did not receive the same level of 

protection from high-level officials. In the first year of the 1930’s, a member of the liberal Meiji 

holdover faction of Aikokusha ( ) attempted to assassinate Prime Minister Hamaguchi 

Osachi, symbolically in the same location as a previous assassination of a sitting Japanese Prime 

Minister, due to his failure to prevent the Washington Naval Treaty.520 While a nominal failure, 

the next year’s Brocade Flag Revolution set the stage for the following Manchurian Incident.521 

The May 15th Incident, undertaken by a group of young officers who poetically named 

themselves ‘The Young Officers of the Army and Navy and Farmers Deathband,’ took place less 

than a year later.522  

 However, these assassins, no matter how bumbling, received a great deal of public 

sympathy. One citizen was quoted as stating: “Wasn’t there some lack of virtue in a man who let 

himself be killed, and wasn’t an assassin who murdered for lofty purposes merely defending the 

common people against tyranny?”523 Members of radical army factions romanticized the idea of 

death in the service of a cause.524 Even national events in which members had no active part 

could still result in the deaths of members, not through military action but through suicide. For 

example, a naval officer publicly killed himself after hearing a report of the disastrous effects of 

the Washington Naval Treaty.525 This mentality continued even after the war, although 

controversially, in the figure of Mishima Yukio. He not only produced a film, Patriotism ( ), 
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but eventually staged one of the most elaborate suicides, mimicking the multitude of coups of the 

Dark Valley.526 

 In authoritarian movements, both on the political Right and Left, violence against 

opponents is a common tactic.527 Members of the Kōdōha were just as likely as their German, 

Spanish, or Italian fascist or authoritarian counterparts to resort to violence. However, none of 

these acts were done out of a sense of personal ambition, but rather due to a pervasive belief in 

the virtue of their own self-sacrifice. Unlike other famous assassins who attempt to evade 

capture, almost to a man, these officers voluntarily surrendered.528 As the 1930’s wore on, major 

figures became accustomed to the sudden arrival and departures of heavy security details 

reacting to rumors of threats.529 Not only did this situation ensure that members of the 

government, even at the highest level, lived in a consistent state of paranoia, but it entrenched a 

siege mentality that could be projected onto state interests as a whole. If one lived in perpetual 

dread of the multitude of uniformed men swarming around them, and already therefore had a 

good reason to cater to their interests, perhaps it was also easy to believe that Western imperial 

powers and the ABCD Encirclement (ABCD )530 in Asia poised an existential threat to 

Japan. 

 Just a month prior to the Military Academy Incident ( ) in November of 

1934, a lieutenant colonel gave a speech to the Kobe branch of the Ex-Soldiers Association 

extolling the virtue of overthrowing the gluttonous and rapacious United States and establishing 
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unquestioned dominance in Asia. Two months after the incident, the Cabinet questioned the War 

Minister’s delicate handling of an officer-led attempt to cause an international dispute in Jehol.531 

With the May 15th Incident still fresh in memory,532 as well as the fate of assassinated Prime 

Minister Inukai,533 the state proved unwilling to monitor and suppress rightist expansionist 

rhetoric to the same degree as the extremists on the Left. 

 The abovementioned failed coup of the Military Academy Incident, and its follow-up 

attack in the Aizawa Incident, demonstrated the tangled mass of factions and conspiracy during 

the Dark Valley as the mutineers were partially funded by members of the ultranationalist, and 

then the decades old, Black Dragon Society ( ). A stock broker who was a member of the 

Black Dragon Society gave material support to the potential coup as a form of financial 

speculation, as no matter how the incident developed, he would likely make a profit from his 

ability to predict the otherwise unpredictable outburst of political violence.534 Ironically, this was 

the type of self-serving capitalization that young officers decried as the oligarchical kleptocracy 

that had strangled the upward mobility of the people.535 Young officers, and the many factions to 

which they flocked such as the Cherry Blossom Society ( ), held that the state and its 

bureaucracy were under the thrall of capricious oligarchs, all of whom had calcified around the 

true source of power and political mandate – the Emperor.536  
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The February 26th Incident 

 Just prior to the February 26th Incident of 1936, tensions in Tokyo ran high.537 As 

mentioned above, the state authorities were hesitant to arrest or aggravate the various young 

officers’ factions prior to outbursts of violence and, even afterwards, acted with restraint. 

However, it is apparent that there were warnings before the outbreak of an attack, or security 

would not have been regularly heightened, but this ability to thwart coups and attacks prior to 

their occurrence by frustrating security weaknesses only worked when the state had precise 

information on the nature of the threat. With the February 26th Incident, none of the rebels 

ranked higher than captain, and it was the actions of these lower ranking officers that proved the 

most hazardous. Additionally, these young officers had a fanatical devotion to the overthrow of 

what they viewed as a corrupt state system that reached a nearly religious degree.538 Despite the 

low profile of the actual conspirators, higher members of the state, including members of the 

Imperial household, were likely aware of the revolt and tacitly agreed with the act. Shockingly, 

despite the police surveillance of the plotters, a dress rehearsal was completed as observation 

was inexplicably called off at nightfall.539 

 The actual event has had recent pop culture adaptations, with some meeting with minimal 

success;540 however, the story of the event has proven very versatile and popular. The coup 

began early in the morning during a snowfall – an image that proved both romantic and iconic. 

The weather paralleled that of the abovementioned 47 Ronin, adding to the image of the rebel 

officers as virtuous heroes. Ironically, the enlisted men obeyed orders from their rebel officers 
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without question due to the harsh command structure that defined the Japanese Imperial Army 

for the vast majority of non-commissioned troops.541 Several groups broke away from the body, 

which held the area around the Imperial residence, to assassinate several ministers.542 Initially, 

the coup appeared to be a success – a new Showa Restoration to reinvigorate Japan like the Meiji 

Restoration of a generation prior. The state even gave the rebels officers who had cut most lines 

of communication from the center of Tokyo a mandate to maintain the public order that they had 

disturbed. The rebel troops even received resupply shipments.543 However, by the 29th, the coup 

began to weaken and lose momentum. That morning, the state denounced the rebel officers over 

the radio and air-dropped pamphlets, the only form of communication that could not be 

controlled by the rebels, and undercut the officers’ support by promising pardons to any enlisted 

man who surrendered.544 Additionally, the anticipated popular support was not materializing. 

The populace gathered neither behind the state, nor in support of the rebels.545 

 Prime Minister Okada, through dumb luck, survived the coup physically – although not 

politically.546 Once the coup was crushed, public sympathy moved drastically against the rebel 

officers and many believed that they were just the expendable vanguard for higher-ranking 

officers who wished to establish complete dominance over the state. The family of a civilian 

police officer who had died during the coup found themselves showered with cash donations 
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from individuals all over Japan.547 However, only nineteen of the rebel officers were executed 

and others were drummed out the service, but the chagrined Cabinet discovered that a complete 

eradication of sympathetic or fellow-travelling factions from the military would cripple the 

armed forces.548 Even the official name of the incident came under fierce debate, some arguing 

for ‘Restoration’ ( ) rather than ‘Incident’ ( ).549 The rebel officers still possessed 

supporters at the highest level of the state, such as Hirota, who viewed the failed coup as a 

personal success.550 

 

Increasing Colonial Expansion  

In the wake of internal strife between the different sections of the society, the poor 

classes blamed the aristocracy, while the aristocracy blamed the external elements for the 

prevailing economic crisis in Japan. On the international front, some of the reservations of Japan 

include resentment over the forced opening of Japanese port to international markets, racial 

prejudice, and unequal treaties with other Western countries.551 The Japanese diplomat Amo Eiji 

perhaps summed this tension up best in a description of an event he witnessed in London where a 

wealthy woman at a luxury restaurant fed her dog a meal for a price that could have fed multiple 

households in Japan.552 An officer in the military, Colonel Itagaki Seishiro, who was a known 

libertine, openly supported the ultra-nationalist- and expansionist-focused junior officers under 
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his command. He too came from an impoverished rural family, and resented the system that 

caused such suffering in the countryside.553 At the same time, the Japanese rhetoric on 

expansionism focused on the inherent unfairness of an international system that excluded Japan 

because of race, while supporting expansion westward into China and Korea based on Japanese 

social and racial superiority.  

In order to justify their claims, Korea was described by many militarist and expansionists 

as a dagger pointing at the heart of Japan, as a potential launch point for invasion by Russia, 

which was perceived as Japan’s leading competitor for ports in the region.554 This need to unify 

Japan through expansion was replicated with the annexation of Korea in 1910. The Japanese 

government transitioned from inwardly focused fascism to a fascist state focused on 

expansionism by projecting their powers on Korea and China in order to prove their place as 

global colonial powers alongside other Western powers. Like the drive towards fascism, this 

need to expiate internal demons by the projection of power onto a neighbor is perhaps a 

predictable outgrowth of the Meiji Period. Similar needs were also projected onto China, 

although the Japan of the twentieth century was better prepared for invasion than were the armies 

of Hideyoshi.  

Japan could also prove that they were equals to other colonizers by dominating states 

similar to themselves in the mid-nineteenth century. This situation, of domestic tension and 

international insecurity, led to a kind of inertia that steered Japan on the road towards conflict 

with every power that had threatened or insulted the nation over the last fifty years. This 

ontological insecurity led Japan to take an offensive/defensive posture, as it sought to escape 

internal issues and potential external threats by triggering conflicts in the neighboring regions. 
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Despite considerable effort by Japan to compete with its Western counterparts, Japan was 

repeatedly thwarted in its attempts due to blatant disregard and racial discrimination on an 

international level by the other industrialized nations around the world. Historian Piers Brendon 

posited that Japan left the First World War with a sense of loss and national emasculation. Japan 

had sought a number of spoils from former German possessions in East Asia, and was largely 

unsuccessful in its goals. Japan had also sunk a great deal of resources in the construction of a 

naval fleet that could rival the United States and the United Kingdom, who were their primary 

competitors in the region after the Tsarist government collapsed. However, this too was thwarted 

at the Washington Naval Conference. Japan was forced to limit the size of their fleet and 

scrapped several large vessels. While Japan’s navy was still much larger than the ratio set for 

France and Italy, it was placed at a 5:3 ratio to the United States and the United Kingdom. This 

ensured that Japan not only wasted the funds invested into demilitarized battleships, but had a 

limited ability to act against two of their international competitors. The situation was further 

compounded by the placement of a racial quota on Japanese emigration to the United States after 

the 1923 Kanto Earthquake, leading to the declaration of state of public mourning and protests 

within Japan against the American authorities.555 It was the hope of the Meiji Period that an 

industrialized Japan could stand as an equal to major global powers to ensure its security and 

national integrity, which proved to be a grave mistake. 

Despite rapid economic and industrial progress, Japan was not able to match the 

standards of living experienced by those in early modernizers like the United Kingdom. Even the 

high-ranking members of the state elite, from bureaucrats to generals, made a salary significantly 

smaller than their counterparts in Europe and North America. The majority of the citizenry had 
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to constantly economize in order to stay afloat economically, although many of them did not 

succeed.556 Crop failures in 1929 exacerbated this economic hardship, causing food shortages 

that could not be readily mitigated by importing staples from overseas due to the exchange rate 

of a gold-backed yen. Some were able to supplement their meals with the typical emergency 

foodstuffs of free growing nettles and acorns; however, some regions were plagued by rumors of 

families devouring their pets under duress. Reports even claimed that some resorted to 

cannibalism in order to stave off the final stages of starvation.557 

 

Effects of the Asian-Pacific War Domestically 

Conflict often acts as a great unifier for a nation, despite the overall fragmented nature of 

a society. As internal struggles and hardships led to an overall dwindling support for the local 

government, the start of external conflict allowed the various segments of Japanese society to 

construct a united front against a common enemy, with majority of individuals fully supporting 

the war until victory could be ensured.558 A Ministry of Education survey in 1940 found that 

almost 90% of young men being examined for potential conscription believed that Japan should 

continue the war until total victory, with a little over 20% claiming that they would be willing to 

undergo any hardship. Yoshiaki noted that there was potential for this survey to be biased, 

considering the situation in which the information was gathered; however, he argued that the 

extremely positive results did show a high level of sympathy for the cause proffered by the 

military and its goals.559  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
556 Brendon 2007, 203 
557 Brendon 2007, 204 
558 Yoshiaki 2015, 52 
559 Yoshiaki 2015, 56-57 



! 181!

Criticism of the state system and authoritarianism was also muted during this period, with 

just over 10% of the respondents in another survey claiming that they were disillusioned with the 

bureaucratic system and just under 7% professing an interest in multi-party politics.560 

Nevertheless, as the war in China lingered, tensions between rural and urban regions and classes 

increased. For a long period of Japanese expansion, the newly opened markets and resources in 

colonies increased the wealth of large corporations and interests in Japan. The children of 

wealthy families were also better protected from military conscription and were more likely to 

join the officer corps than those from middle-class or poorer families.561 The working classes, 

small business owners, and lower middle classes were deeply impacted by rice shortages and 

inflation as early as 1939, but their agitation did not bring about the early resolution of the 

conflict in China that some desired. 

At one end, poor people felt victimized, as the government failed to deliver on their 

promises of economic prosperity and financial security in the wake of WWI and the Russo-

Japanese War, while, on the other end, the overall membership of fascist groups, such as the 

New Order Movement,562 increased dramatically within the urban areas.563 Ultimately, people 

started doubting the victory of Japan, which led to heightened political instigation through 

socialist and communist movements. At the same time, the overall shift in the focus of 

manpower and other resources from agriculture to defense-related industries and military 
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armament created large-scale inflation and food shortages that necessitated strict rationing of 

food supplies.564  

 By 1940, cracks began to appear in the system. While, during the early period of the war, 

most of the discontent in politics originated with the communist or socialist movements and 

sympathizers, some began to become suspicious of the reported success of the war. Rural regions 

were negatively impacted by depopulation as able-bodied young men were conscripted into 

military service and had lengthy deployments. Many others moved to urban areas to seek higher-

paying work in defense industries, causing many farms to lose necessary labor. Agricultural 

materials, from horses to fertilizer, became increasingly scarce as resources were diverted to the 

war effort. Urban areas also began to experience scarcity, as rice and other staples became 

increasingly hard to come by. The number of officials monitoring the adherence of the Control 

Laws, which were intended to limit consumption and the black market, was also increased as 

infractions spiked. Eastern Army Command expressed concern that the Japanese population had 

begun to experience war weariness due to unexpected hardships.565  

 

Opening a New Front 

The attack on Pearl Harbor and entry of Japan in the WWII ultimately diverted the 

attention of Japanese people to the external conflict, with rising hopes of eventual Japanese 

victory within the masses. The Japanese forces were able to inflict a massive amount of damage 

on the American Navy in the Pacific and most hoped that this would lead to a ready victory, 

which itself would pave the way to a total victory and establishment of Japanese authority in 

China and East Asian. A resident of Oizumi village recorded in his diary that he expected an 
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attack against the United States after noticing that there were an increased amount of military 

activity in Manchuria. When he heard news of the attack, he claimed that he left work in order to 

reread the announcement in the paper.566 Another recorded in his diary that, returning to Japan 

from the front after news of the attacks, he felt a new energy and had increased faith in an 

eventual Japanese victory.567 While Japan’s expansion into East Asia and victory over French 

and British colonial forces seemed to spark limited interest after an extended period of hardship 

following over a decade of economic depression, the clear defeat of a competitor’s navy seemed 

to create a positive outlook that had been previously tarnished. Perhaps it was the dramatic 

images of an air and naval battle that overshadowed the moving lines of a map seen in a land 

war. The Washington Naval Treaty may have also influenced the reception of this news, as the 

5:3 ratio had been negated by Japanese tactical planning.568  

After the United States joined the conflict, rationing became increasingly strict and harsh. 

This affected urban populations greatly, as they were much less likely to be able to grow a small 

surplus of food to supplement their meager rations. In the final year of the war, urban areas were 

frequent targets of firebombing, resulting in the loss of lives and property to a degree not seen in 

the countryside. The countryside became a potential haven for many, although war industry 

required a large workforce and prevented many from fleeing the cities.569 Rural areas were also 

more insulated from the rumor mill that existed in major cities concerning the progress of the 

war, and many areas reported shock when the surrender occurred. However, even the rural 
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regions were deeply affected by the conflict as fewer and fewer of the young men sent from their 

villages returned home from the front. 

Beginning in 1941, the central government also began to exhort the general populace to 

be wary of spies within their mists. Now paranoid of their friends and neighbors, persons became 

pressured to self-censor. International phone calls and communications, even to non-aligned 

nations, were limited in the languages that could be spoken in order to allow for them to be more 

easily monitored by bi- or tri-lingual eavesdroppers.570 The next year, newspapers and print 

media were also placed under the direct control of censors, justified due to the limited amount of 

paper available for publication.571 In the decades prior to 1941, censorship in Japan was largely 

reactive in nature.572 Even the ostensibly liberal and open Taisho Period of the 1910’s and early 

1920’s only saw a superficial loosening of the pre-existing Meiji state censorship structure.573 

This practice was re-strengthened in 1936, with the creation of the Cabinet Information 

Committee ( ), which opened in response to media depictions of the Rape of 

Nanking. This bureau was charged with ensuring that positive and uplifting portrayals were 

disseminated while stories that were less heartening were quashed.574  

Shifting to a more proactive stance allowed for greater control of the public imagination 

by the state and prevented collective action against the war. When combined with propaganda 

claiming that anyone could be a spy, this practice appears to have been effective. From 1940, 

collective actions such as strikes or unregulated and non-state sanctioned civic organization were 
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banned. Those that remained were monitored and required to adhere to a specific code of 

conduct dictated by the central authorities and monitored by functionaries on a more local 

level.575 After the war, historian Ienaga Saburō stated that he was unable to find examples of 

organized resistance to the war.576 Nor was this practice limited to males of potential draft age, 

but spread to encapsulate the population as a whole, including individuals not expected to 

actively fight. 

The war had an impact on the position of women and their relationship to the state. 

During the war, women were mobilized by the state on a level not previously witnessed within 

Japan. Much of this was done through the use of propaganda, emphasizing the role of the mother 

or daughter in a household and community that had to be put on a war footing. By 1942, there 

were multiple major organizations for women’s mobilizations, one that had a membership of at 

least nine million women, which provided necessary auxiliary support for military action.577 

Some of these support roles, particularly nursing, sometimes required women to enter pseudo-

combat positions. However, no matter how disparate the war became, Japan never considered 

women for true combat roles. This is in contrast to the Soviet Union and the United States, who 

both utilized female pilots.578 

 

Fears of Communism 
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 Despite the mounting conflict with the Allied Forces in WWII, the Japanese continued to 

view Communism as a dire threat that could destroy the foundations of Japanese society. 

Marxism was common and a generally tolerated political viewpoint in Japan until its suppression 

in the late 1930s, and nearing the end of WWII, the government felt increasingly concerned that 

the communist ideologies might spark an internal revolution within a disgruntled local 

population. The Russian Revolution and the specter of the Soviet Union cast a long shadow over 

Japan, and the elite in Japan often viewed a potential communist revolution as the final nail in 

the coffin of the Japanese nation. Even well after the war, those with perceived communist 

leanings were viewed suspiciously and had limited advancement opportunities in the Japanese 

society. The author once met an older gentleman who, as a graduating student in the 1960’s, 

found his job search uncharacteristically difficult and discovered that he had been blacklisted 

after attending a single communist rally as a teen to impress a politically active young woman. 

Only after his academic advisor personally vouched for his political leanings did he successfully 

land a job.  

While the encroaching American forces poised a threat to the Japanese state, the 

government and military elite did not believe that the US was on a war of extermination; some 

hoped that Japan could still be able to negotiate a peace if they were able to mount a successful 

defense. Meanwhile, the Soviet Union was considered as an even greater threat, as it was thought 

that, due to its close geographical proximity, a communist revolution could categorically signal 

the end of the Japanese way of life.579 While the elite could hope that the US would allow some 

semblance of ordinary life to survive, the USSR offered no such hope. It is widely believed that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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the main point of Japanese surrender was not in reaction to the use of atomic bomb by the United 

States, but rather the invasion of Manchuria by the Soviet Union.580  

 Pacifism was also a commonly held sentiment in Japan during the period. Japan had not 

seen much benefit from its participation in the Russo-Japanese and First World War, while the 

few gains it had made were often quickly extinguished by the actions of competitive 

international powers who also desired a firm foothold in East Asia.581 However, military officials 

and public sentiment forced the Japanese society to enter the conflict, thereby promoting 

militarization and fascism within the country. The politician, and eventual Prime Minister, Inukai 

Tsuyoshi vigorously opposed expansion into Manchuria by Japanese forces and the increased 

militarization of the state. He was a respected and long-standing public servant, but none of this 

mattered during the May 15th Incident in 1932, in which he was assassinated by military officers. 

The vulnerability of public officials and dissenters increased after this event, eventually pulling 

the public, at least on a superficial level, towards militarization and fascism. By the 1937 

assumption of power by Prime Minister Konoe Fumimaro, it was apparent that support for 

imperial expansion had dramatically increased.582  

Similarly, popular action in Japan during the Dark Valley was thwarted by the 

government, which was a common element of the societies at that time. The Tokugawa 

government expended a great deal of effort and thought into limiting and diverting the power of 

the general public, so that it was unable to affect the government’s agenda in any meaningful 

way. Nor did this prevent the outbreak of regular minor revolts and riots, although national 

movements were virtually unheard of and often focused on religious movements concerning 
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yonaoshi ( ). The Meiji Restoration was largely led by members of the elite classes, 

ranging from wealthy merchants to disaffected samurai.583 However, the calls to democracy and 

constitutionalism did spark an interest in the formation of political parties and some communities 

even drafted their own versions of a constitution in the years following the fall of the Tokugawa 

regime. But this was not supported by the state, which sought to limit the free expression of the 

population and subverted the formation of political parties for decades.584  

Despite the increasing burden it placed on the public, popular support for military action 

remained high for the first few years of the Asian-Pacific War.585 Yoshiaki found in his research 

on the growth of fascism as a popular movement that those who proposed a speedy end to the 

conflict would couch their language as the need to maintain territory and economic rights already 

gained. Any less and these individuals risked being accused of sabotaging the sacrifices made by 

the military.586 After decades of rhetoric insisting that Japan was a victim of stronger powers, 

calls for peace would have had the taint of defeatism. But, like other late modernizers, many in 

Japan were sympathetic to authoritarianism and fascist movements. After the start of the Sino-

Japanese War, these movements gained strength, but should not be confused with their European 

counterparts. Japanese fascist movements rarely sought out a strongman-like figure, but 

preferred a more communal type of leadership under a dedicated elite.587 For members of the 

military, this leadership drew from the middle ranks of the officer corps, who as previously 

mentioned originated largely from the rural peasant classes.  
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These young men had a sense of mission to liberate their communities from the fetters of 

poverty and a self-righteousness derived from the image that they were less corrupted than their 

urban compatriots. They believed that the capitalist and political oligarchy that had dominated 

Japanese politics since the Meiji Restoration was crippling the country through their greed and 

avarice. This made the members fanatical, nearly impossible to reason with, and capable of 

violent and dramatic acts. The Japanese civilians were also particularly vulnerable to this type of 

rhetoric, as wartime necessitated the national unity against an external threat, particularly as 

losses mounted and the risks of being a dissident to the war effort became more hazardous. In 

this regard, groups like the Industrial Patriotic Movement ( ) and the New 

Konoe Party ( ) promoted national cohesion and joint efforts to bring a fortuitous end to 

the Sino-Japanese War.588 

 In the village of Utsumi, a middle-aged man named Uchida Yasuke self-published a 

monthly magazine entitled News of Our Hometown, News of Our Brave Warriors (

) from 1937 to 1944 in order to foster local support of the war effort.589 Others 

volunteered to see soldiers off at nearby train stations; one named Takahashi regularly made the 

farewells but also ensured that bereaved local families received regular visits from the 

community, which was no small feat in a town that lost over a dozen after 1942 and hundreds by 

1944. Actions like these may seem small but, as Yoshiaki noted, indoctrinated fascist ideology at 

the local level where state efforts had not yet penetrated.590 Other community leaders tried to 

strengthen the war effort by improvising meals with scavenged foods to supplement meager 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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rations.591 All these seemingly mundane and minute efforts ultimately indoctrinated the fascist 

ideologies within the rural and urban population in Japan. While for many nowadays, the face of 

fascism and militarism in Japan comes dressed in a military uniform, during the period in 

question, at the local level, it wore the faces of their respected neighbors. 

 The early years of the Sino-Japanese Wars were marked with success and despite 

material hardships on the home front many remained optimistic. Ito Sei wrote as late as 1942 that 

many had a positive outlook on the war, believing that, within just a few months, the conflict 

would be over and Japan would finally be victorious.592 Some, while disliking or even resenting 

the war due its effects on the local level, believed that the war as a whole was worth 

supporting.593 With so many seemingly supporting the war, it may have seemed futile to openly 

oppose it. Many authors and leftists in the postwar period acknowledged this in their writing, as 

those who opposed the war often went into retirement if possible or collaborated with the state. 

With hindsight, they were able to see the flaws of the expansion of the Japanese empire that 

seemed unspeakable or invisible during the period itself. However, as mentioned previously, this 

type of reflection was not always part of mainstream historical discourse, which leads to the 

impression that the population had been duped into the war. 

 

Life on the Home Front 

Fromm once described depression as the inability to feel emotion.594 The situation in Japan 

during the Dark Valley seemed to lead to a national malaise, not just because of the hardships 
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inflicted by continual war and political repression, but also due to the limitation of leisurely 

activities. As the Erotic-Grotesque Movement showed, urban life had become defined by the 

number of leisure and extracurricular activities in which individuals could actively participate. 

Urban life in Japan had long been noted for high-profile pleasure quarters and entertainment 

districts, which, in part, allowed for emotional compensation in a society where neighborhoods 

were historically divided into self-monitoring small groups and lengthy apprenticeships 

involving long hours of work and low wages. Sumptuary laws had long prevented wealthy 

people from flaunting their wealth in public, which only ended with the Meiji Restoration. 

However, this was reinstated when Japan began to invade China in earnest in the 1930’s, at 

which time the police were empowered to close dance halls and gaming parlors, and enforce 

limited hours on bordellos and cinemas. Toys, especially those made out of materials like rubber, 

were pulled from the market.595 This austerity ensured that emotional release was predicated on 

the assumed good of the community, which lead to complete censure on expression of enjoyment 

and pleasure during war times. Eventually, as hardship increased as the war progressed, 

expressions of pleasure and enjoyment were muted in order to avoid social, or even legal, 

censure. 

 There were also further divisions in the population created by mass conscription. 

Families who had lost one or more of their members to the conflict in China may have felt a 

natural resentment to families that had been spared. After several campaigns, the military 

received large numbers of volunteers, who may have looked askance at those who instead waited 

for a draft card. Small businesses and farms were negatively impacted by widespread 
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conscription, the risk, that, at any moment, one of their staff members could be called into 

service or be forced to leave their position because a family member had been drafted.596  

These industries also had to handle difficulties concerning wage controls. As the war 

progressed, the National Mobilization Law ( ) also impacted smaller businesses 

and merchants whose employees, customers, and even owners may have been transferred to war 

industry.597 Members of the military, particularly those who were drafted, did express resentment 

of those who had remained on the home front; however, they also often concurrently felt guilt for 

these feelings towards loved ones.598 By 1940, these resentments and tensions had already begun 

to negatively impact war efforts, as prolonged exposure to war and its aftermath had reduced the 

morale and perception of future prospects of the local population. A Ministry of Education 

survey seeking people’s opinions on the wartime economy found that less than 15% believed 

that, through harder work and more effort, conditions be improved. The survey concluded that 

most had lost the will to experiment and innovate due to constant economization and demands 

from the state, with the warning that the continuation of the system with no clear end might 

actually cripple production.599  

Urban residents, who were more likely to read newspapers concerning foreign affairs, 

argued that the Sino-Japanese War should not have lasted into the 1940s. Many thought that the 

Japanese military could have implemented a Nazi-style blitzkrieg strategy and steamrolled 

Chinese forces out of power. Many people resented the low quality goods on offer, considering 
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the amount of labor they were being asked to perform without commiserate compensation.600 

Many of these residents were only one or two generations removed from rural life and had 

sought increased economic stability and material comforts by moving to the cities, and resented 

the sudden decline in their quality of life. In 1941, the Justice Ministry even noted that 

malingering and evasion in the workplace had increased substantially and placed the blame on 

strict rice rationing, a commodity that urban residents were loathe to go without.601  

 There was also a sense of fatalism during this period, which even members of the elite 

like Araki claimed to have felt.602 This diminished the ability to create an effective dissident 

movement and merely enhanced the radical actions of the militarists who viewed death in the 

cause as a worthy end. Attempts at reconciling disparate political groups also failed, even when 

led by the respected Prince Saionji, further entrenching the impression that negotiation would be 

pointless.603 The average citizen, without political connections or the backing of the military, 

would not have been readily able to muster opposition to the state or its policies without great 

sacrifice. Now would they have had easy access to the information needed to create and 

legitimize such groups, due to the increasing state control of media and communications.  

 

Replicating an Era in Manga 

 Fullmetal Alchemist, Claymore, and Attack on Titan are notable as, despite being set in 

different eras and social systems, they each replicate the environment of the Japanese Dark 

Valley. The ethos of each system is founded on the belief of a society founded on a 
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hypothetically ethnically homogeneous nation, which is revealed to be a construct of the political 

elite. Amestris, the Weimar Republic analogue of Fullmetal Alchemist, is founded on the rhetoric 

of the modern nation-state whose national father is embodied in Fuhrer King Bradley. This is 

patently false, as Bradley is only partially human and is the offspring of Father – the first 

homunculus. The pseudo-familial system of Kokutai, as replicated in this series, is a malicious 

entity that seeks the destruction of its citizens. It is the diverse cast of young officers, from 

Mustang, who is of Xingese descent, to Scar, the radical from the Ishval minority nation, who are 

able to replace the homunculi with a truly human, and thereby humane, head of state.  

 Initially, Furher Bradley is viewed as a benevolent ruler. He is personable and kind 

towards the Elric brothers in their first few encounters. While Amestris is not a democracy, has 

severe economic disparity, and suffers from domestic terrorism and civil unrest, the population 

appears to be enamored with their military leader. In addition, his devoted wife and adorable 

‘son’ further bolster his image (See Figure Four). Few people desire a change in state, despite 

their dissatisfaction, due to loyalty to Bradley and identification with his family. While Bradley 

eventually admits that his wife was completely ignorant of the homunculi and their plots as he 

was loath to taint the only real relationship that he possessed, the son is also a homunculus. Due 

to his wife’s ignorance of her husband and adopted son’s true nature; she twice inadvertently 

betrays them to Mustang’s conspiracy. The manipulative nature of the head of state, who in 

reality was a puppet of another power - as the lowest ranking member of the homunculi, and the 

false nature his family is a mirror of the false path of fanatics who believed themselves to be 

acting in the path of kōdō. The besieging of the family and the issuance of a statement of 

corporation in support of the coup from Bradley’s wife is a reversal of the Imperial proclamation 

of surrender. 
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Figure Four: Lieutenant Hawkeye Discovers the True Nature of Bradley’s Son604 

 
In Attack on Titan, the nation consists of the seemingly German-descended majority and 

a vanishingly small, potentially Japanese descended minority who are ruled over by a distant 

king. However, it is revealed that the state is truly ruled by the current head-of-house of the Reiss 

family. In both of these societies, there exists an analogue of the Kokutai system. However, these 

versions have all been coopted by a corrupt political or social elite who uses the institution to 

retain control of the general public. The king in Attack on Titan is a figurehead designed to 

disguise the true authority, a family who possess the technology to transform into Titan form and 

retain a level of sentience. However, this requires direct transmission along a line of familial 

descent that is further complicated by the dramatically shortened lives of those altered 

individuals. Ultimately, the Survey Corps is capable of their Meiji Restoration analogue as their 

corps includes an illegitimate member of this household (See Figure Five). While Historia is 

essentially a figurehead, she is palatable to the general population and allows for a new military-

focused state to operate behind her facsimile of legitimacy. This is a theme that transcends any 

individual series. Only a small group of young officers, drawn from the lower economic or social 

strata, have the integrity to return the system to the true ‘father’ – General Grumman in 
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Fullmetal Alchemist, Historia Reiss in Attack on Titan, and Father Vincent of the Holy City of 

Rabona in Claymore. 

Figure Five: Historia’s Father Attempts to Coerce Her into Transformation605 

 
Fullmetal Alchemist and Attack on Titan, both set in either an industrialized or early-

industrial economy, have a consumer culture that is portrayed as emotionally deadening. The 

majority of the population in Fullmetal Alchemist lives near the poverty line, but desire the 

accouterments of the elite, such as radios. This division between the wealthy and the 

impoverished allows for the homunculi to more easily retain control over the state. The soldiers 

and police forces are more willing to follow orders they find repulsive if the other option is their 

own economic ruination. Scientists and scholars are compelled to perform human experiments as 

a means of obtaining funding. The high-ranking officers, who are complicit in the homunculi 

conspiracy, are seeking vast rewards of wealth and power promised by Father (See Figure Six). 

Figure Six: The Elric Brothers Discover a Government Lab and a Transformed Serial 
Killer who Dodged Execution by Volunteering as a Lab Rat606 
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In the Battle for Trost District arc in Attack on Titan, Mikasa lambasts a wealthy 

merchant who has blocked a refugee column with an overloaded cart carrying his merchandise. 

This merchant used his wealth to intimidate the guards, however Mikasa is not swayed by bribes 

or threats and forces him to abandon his goods to allow the impoverished horde behind him to 

reach safety (See Figure Seven). Later, this merchant seeks to redeem himself by throwing his 

support behind the Survey Corps in their coup of the central state. The constant struggle for 

survival, that dominates the life of the general population within the Walls, ensures that they are 

too divided to fully question the bizarre nature of their confinement. Only those whose minds are 

untainted by the need for personal survival and comfort, the Survey Corps who frequently die on 

missions that only sometimes achieve nominal gains, are able to see state manipulation for what 

it is. Even, the young officers under Colonel Mustang in Fullmetal Alchemist and Commander 

Smith in Attack on Titan are the only persons untainted by greed in the series. Consumer culture 

and authoritarianism walk hand in hand in fantasy manga. 

Figure Seven: The Merchant Pulling his Wagon away from the Gate607 
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These series are perpetually haunted by looming disaster, both natural and man-made. 

Fullmetal Alchemist begins with the two lead characters, the Elric brothers, investigating a 

millennial religious movement in a distant part of Amestris. The population, suffering under a 

long-lasting economic depression and ceaseless border conflicts, are readily deceived by 

promises of revival and the return of their lost loved ones. Claymore’s first arc ends with the 

collapse of the northern reaches of the island under waves of Yoma attack. Even before this 

collapse of the major northern cities, people are immured to the constant stream of dead-eyed 

refugees fleeing from devastated towns. Claire routinely passes herself as an orphaned refugee, a 

sight so common that her sometimes-flimsy disguise goes unquestioned. Attack on Titan’s story-

arcs are often defined by the military campaign or disaster. The first tankobon series focuses 

primarily on the series greatest disaster: the fall of Wall Maria. 

These states also have support on the grass-roots level by a deeply indoctrinated 

populace. The people of Claymore justify the existence of Yoma through their religious dogma, 

instilling within them a passivity that inhibits them from usurping the role of the Organization. 

Religious fervor is also used by the homunculi, as they install both ethnic tension between the 
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wider Amestris population and the Ishval minority due to religious differences in the perception 

of alchemy. Edward and Alphonse’s first mission in the series is the investigation of a charlatan 

faith healer in a distant border town. When he is toppled, the town is riven by bloody street 

brawls between his supporters and opponents. The monarchy and sanctity of the Walls in Attack 

on Titan are unopposed largely thanks to the Wall Church, who worships the three walls as holy 

relics. This unsympathetic view towards religion may lie in the use of State Shinto by the 

Imperial Japanese state as a means of legitimization. 

Additionally, each of these worlds is hemmed in by hostile entities. Like the historical 

ABCD Line (ABCD )608 that Imperial Japan claimed encircled and threatened their 

nation, these fictional states live under a constantly looming menace of powerful neighbors. 

Amestris is encircled by states desirous of new territory and regions that have an eye towards 

succession. This situation, largely instigated by the machinations of the homunculi, justifies the 

maintenance of the exceedingly expensive military. Amestris has little cross border trade, and the 

economic struggle of the general population is not placed on the shoulders of leaders life Fuhrer 

Bradley, but on the military and their recalcitrant neighbors. Claymore’s boundary areas are the 

haunts of Yoma, who encircle human settlements and constantly probe for weakness. However, 

the island is kept in such dire straits due to their more powerful neighbor who uses the island as a 

testing ground. This neighbor has advanced science, but denies technology and resources to keep 

the population too poor to pose a real threat. 

The walled civilization in Attack on Titan is doubly surrounded. The Titans are the first 

of the known threats and the nominal reasons for the high walls and the ban on outside travel. 
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However, it is the civilization of Marley on the mainland, and to a lesser extant Marley’s main 

rival on the far side of the planet, who pose the greatest threat to Eldia. Notably, in all three 

series, these neighbors encircle these, often island, states and threaten their integrity through 

greater technology and the cutting off of trade and outside resources. As a result, the population 

of these states lives in poverty and under constant fear – a situation that is exploited by venal 

forces internally to create authoritarian states that further oppress the population. Only through 

the action of a faction radical young officers, in conspiracies created in the hothouse of the 

armed forces, are these states freed from the shackles of authoritarianism and from foreign 

threats.  

The social milieu of the Dark Valley and its ideologies are thereby replicated within 

contemporary fantasy manga to a significant degree. The parallels are both frequent and 

continuous, which makes coincidence unlikely. However, with the exception of Isayama, the 

artists do not publically possess an interest in the period in question. It is possible that, due to the 

ubiquity of the debate concerning the Asia Pacific War in media and news broadcasts since the 

1990’s, the authors are exposed to the era indirectly. However, due to the success of Kobayashi 

and other revisionist authors in Japan, whose sales were propelled upwards largely due to the 

controversial nature of their works, that the authors who may be consuming revisionist texts are 

reading them not as sympathizers, but rather as a form of shock-entertainment. Additionally, as 

discussed in Chapter One, the war served as a source of inspiration for many manga genres. Due 

to the decline in the mecha genre, war-inspired narratives have moved into other genres, from 

Boy’s Love to fantasy. 
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Chapter Five 

A Genealogy of Monsters 

Introduction  

 Monsters and the fantastic have a long genealogy in any culture. Japan, as an island 

nation historically resplendent with indigenous beliefs and spirits that synergistically combined 

with the monsters of the literary traditions that were imported to the archipelago, has an extended 

traditional of monster images and characters that inform current works and media. Without a 

thorough knowledge of this monster tradition, the use of the bizarre and strange within the 

fantasy manga series selected may have layers invisible to casual readers. The purpose of this 

chapter is to illuminate this tradition and demonstrate its relevance to the interpretation of these 

works. These series rely on the creation of new monsters through the preexisting supernatural 

structure that rationalized and categorized assorted creatures to fulfill a specific purpose. 

Virtually all supernatural beings within contemporary Japanese science fiction and fantasy 

manga exist within this lineage and derive specific aspects and archetypes from it. Furthermore, 

as an aspect of nationalized cultural heritage, these creatures serve as an outgrowth of shared 

identity. 

 Contemporary supernaturally inspired manga runs from those that use conventional 

supernatural beings, such as yōkai, which will be discussed in greater detail below, in series such 

as Inuyasha,609 and Yōkai Watch,610 to modernized versions of older beings in series such as 

Noragami,611 to novel creatures such as the Titans in Attack on Titan, the ghouls of Tokyo 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Ghoul,612 and the Yoma in Claymore. In addition, several series have begun to incorporate 

creatures from the European and American monster traditions, from the zombies found in High 

School of the Dead to the vampires of Hellsing613 and Vampire Princess Miyu.614 Without a 

contextual understanding of these creatures, the imaginary rules and expectations that readers 

anticipate, and the roles that they serve within a narrative, the choices and actions of the 

monstrous beings within the three selected series lose depth.  

By embodying historical trauma according to the rules and structures of these creatures, 

authors and readers can rely on topes to facilitate world-building, but can also make the 

unfathomable fathomable. With monsters that possess history and personality, they also possess 

limitations and weaknesses that allow for them to be overcome. Additionally, by creating 

monsters that are sympathetic, the audience is able to commensurate with them and thereby find 

them more human than creature. When these characters become no longer threatening, they are 

then destroyed, a symbolic purging of trauma from the collective imagination. 

The creatures in these series not only tie into the long history of monster imagery, but 

they also embody specific horrors of the Dark Valley Period. The monsters of Claymore and 

Attack on Titan are hordes of misused civilians turned into offensive weapons and unleashed in 

order to maintain an exploitative social order. The homunculi of Fullmetal Alchemist are named 

after the mortal sins that tempt the elite of the state apparatus into betraying the general 

population. However, these monsters are eventually redeemed or destroyed through the actions 

of young officers. These officers’ own monstrous past provide them with the tools necessary to 

overcome greed, avarice, and gluttony. 
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 Although the supernatural entities within contemporary manga series can be traced back 

to earlier works and established supernatural traditions, the three series discussed in this paper 

are thematically tied to the period of the Dark Valley, which spans between the post-World War 

I and Depression of the 1930’s until the end of the Asian-Pacific War in 1945.615 While 

sometimes called the Kurai Tanima ( 0 ), this term was never truly in vogue in Japanese 

historical terminology. However, it is the only term that manages to cover the entire period in 

question and, as a result, is used in both English and Japanese language scholarship when 

needed.  

In Japan, this period was marked with borderline dictatorships, as well as a sharp incline 

in state-level violence and interference in people’s everyday lives. Censorship increased 

dramatically during this era and political action was stymied on two fronts: repression from state 

officials and violence committed by a zealous middle-ranking officer corps. After the start of the 

Global Depression, fascist and authoritarian movements increased in both number and strength 

in Japan.616 As discussed in the previous chapter, much of the discourse and trauma of the period 

have survived in contemporary media. This chapter will further explore this topic and its direct 

relation to the use of horror and the grotesque derived from the Ero-guro Movement. This 

movement, discussed in greater detail below, began during the Taisho Period and flourished until 

the extreme censorship of the late 1930’s. 

 

The Fantastic 
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 Todorov defined the fantastic as existing within the liminal space between the subject and 

the object and the transformation of space and time.617 This is the realm of deformation, where 

personages hold no precise physical form and thoughts can metastasize into a tangible reality.618 

Often, in fantasy, reality is dependent on the inner life of the characters or their surroundings, in 

contrast to a true material world.619 Fantasy also relies on Pan-Determinism, which means even 

minor narrative devices become significant.620 Chance and accident have no place in fantasy.621 

Within the manga in question, there are no allowances for coincidence or mere happenstance. 

Everything that happens to the characters, from the most central to the most obscure, serves the 

need of propelling the fantastic coup forwards towards its inevitable success.  

For example, a minor officer in Mustang’s office in Fullmetal Alchemist is injured and 

paralyzed after a confrontation early in the series with a homunculus. He is then medically retired 

from the service and sent back to his family of greengrocers. Logically, this is where his 

relevance to the series should end, particularly as he does not reappear for several volumes. 

However, when needed a truck from his family’s business miraculously appears during the coup 

to act as transport and cover – sent directly from the injured man determined to participate (See 

Figure One). 

Figure One: Miraculous Rescue Via Delivery Truck622 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
617 Todorov, 2013. KINDLE LOCATION 2095-2098. 
618 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 2029-2031. 
619 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 2006-2013. 
620 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 1962-1963. 
621 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 1923-1927. 
622 Arakawa 2012 (vol. 22). 86-96. 



! 205!

 

 Fantasy possess two potential outcomes, either the probable yet supernatural, or the 

unlikely and mundane.623 Todorov attempted to reduce the ambiguity of this definition by 

contrasting several works; for example, The Turn of the Screw can be interpreted as occurring 

solely in the mind of the protagonist in the throes of paranoid delusion and thereby perhaps not 

fantastic, while The Manuscript Found in Saragossa has an ending so beyond the pale of reality 

that it is placed within the boundaries of the fantastic.624 There are also fairy tales and magical 

princes, which are on their face are clearly fantasy.625 However, Todorov hypothesized that 

contemporary science fiction and fantasy has taken the place of the fairy tale.626 The three series 

lie in this blurred boundary, seemingly supernatural and yet explicable in a natural universe 

where scientists are capable and willing to create monster and technology resembles magic. 

 There is also the Unheimlich, which he noted is a genre based on the discomfort caused 

by a violation of taboos.627 Freud argued that children first develop a sense of the Unheimlich 
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623 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 854-855. 
624 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 740-754. 
625 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 1910-1913. 
626 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 985-987. 
627 Todorov 2013, KINDLE LOCATION 841-845. 



! 206!

when they begin to feel attraction towards their parents and realize that this emotion is a 

transgression of social norms.628 Later life events, including puberty and pregnancy, during 

which the body is forced to undergo a dramatic and seemingly inexplicable change, are also 

considered Unheimlich.629 As further discussed in this chapter, women’s bodies are often the foci 

of this emotion, due to the numerous potentialities for physical change. The monstrous and the 

fantastic thereby often intersect with the female. Female characters in the three series, 

particularly in Claymore but also seen in the numerous female Titan shifters of Attack on Titan 

and Lust in Fullmetal Alchemist, embody the unnatural and often possess the ability to change 

forms. 

 Foster interpreted yōkai as being the repositories for human empathy, the personification 

of otherwise mundane objects and events that become more vibrant and interesting when given 

personality.630 For example, some school children have added to their large repertoire of 

schoolyard monsters with a yōkai that eats time in order to cause students to arrive inexplicitly 

late to class.631 Hara argued that the spiritual in Japan itself has become the realm of the 

Unheimlich, with neglected neighborhood shrines surrounded by glittering modern buildings. For 

passersby, the leap to believing that these locations are haunted or have unfriendly persons 

lurking within is a short one.632 This leads to an ambiguity found in monster fiction in Japan, 

whereby the creatures can be both humorous and sympathetic while remaining threatening and 

off-putting. Often, the same creature can slide up and down the scale from friendly to 
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antagonistic, and in the three manga series, even the most repulsive character is provided with a 

redemptive backstory.  

 

Yōkai-focused Fiction in History 

 In mythology, yōkai dwell in three regions, advancing closer to humanity as centuries 

pass. Initially, spirits and monsters haunted distant forests and remote mountains as well as deep 

pools and the seas. Monster tales were an acknowledgement of the power of distance forests and 

mountains.633 Progressively, as human habitation expanded, the homes of supernatural creatures 

became closer. While some, like the tengu or the yamamba, still wandered through the mountain 

ranges, many more were found ever closer to the boundaries of villages. Eventually, yōkai were 

domesticated and lived in a facsimile of the mundane world.634 Kabat noted that Tokugawa era 

kibiyoshi reveled in depicting scenes of yōkai going through the motions of everyday urban 

existence, with one elaborate woodblock print depicting over a dozen different yōkai living 

cheek by jowl in a bustling neighborhood.635 These later yōkai did not inspire the awe of their 

forebears, but rather, as Foster called it, existed in an uncanny version of the Ludic Mode ― a 

space of ludicrous chaos.636 Foster hypothesized that the transformation of mundane items and 

occurrences has neutered the fear yōkai could cause.637 

 An additional complication in the discussion of yōkai is the myriad ways in which they 

have been described and classified. The general classification of the weird is kwaidan; however, 
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once a specific form of monster reoccurs in multiple texts, it eventually forms its own identity.638 

Initial attempts at a holistic classification system of the supernatural appear to have been 

imported alongside Chinese literature on the supernatural, particularly the Shanhaijing, a fifth 

century work introduced in Japan five hundred years later.639 By the seventeenth century, authors 

such as Asai Ryoi recorded the minutia of the practice of hyakumonogatari.640  

The creation of yōkai genealogies continues to the present, with manga artists, such as the 

late Mizuki Shigeru, creating their own pop culture encyclopedias. Furthermore, the academic 

study of yōkai, as seen in the works of Baba Akiko and Komatsu Kazuhiko, also attempts to 

create classification systems in order to understand the cultural and historical aspects of different 

characters. However, Komatsu noted that these genealogies never manage to encompass the vast 

diversity in characters and personalities in the literature.641 Some have found it simpler to 

categorize the stories in which yōkai appear, for example the folklorist Komatsu placed monster 

legends into three categories of: Myths, Folk Legends, and Fairy Tales.642 However, 

contemporary manga relies on merging these recently created boundaries. Fantasy series rely on 

tropes and expectations found in the three categories, combining them in novel ways in order to 

excite the reader. Like database culture, the category is less important than the ways they could 

be dissected and recombined.  

 With the growing literacy of the Tokugawa Period and the influx of works that 

systematically discussed climate, agriculture, and medical knowledge, yōkai encyclopedias 
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became a somewhat ironic take on mundane phenomenon.643 Artists included such personages as 

Kitagawa Utamaro, Tsukioka Yoshitoshi, and Kawanabe Kyosai.644 Other scholars, such as the 

late Tokugawa scholar Hirata Atsutane, gathered together tales of recent supernatural events and, 

if possible, attempted to interview the individuals involved.645 These have been routinely 

updated, in manga form, by the artist Mizuki Shigeru in the twentieth century and once more by 

amateurs in elaborate and comprehensive online databases.646 Mizuki and others have fostered an 

ongoing boom in yōkai fans.647 Yōkai now have fan groups and dedicated communities like any 

other form of popular entertainment, with their own fanworks and wikis. 

Additionally, the late twentieth century yōkai surge is a mirror of the one that occurred a 

century previous. In the Meiji Period, individuals such as Inoue Enryo worked to modernize the 

study of yōkai and other supernatural entities in a rational and modern taxonomy that aligned 

with contemporary scientific thinking. Inoue dubbed this research yōkaigaku, and was sometimes 

mocked by his colleagues as Yōkai Hakese.648 This began in 1886, when Inoue and others were 

inspired by the British Society for Psychical Research, which had been founded only a few years 

previous, to form the Fushigi Kenkyukai with the intention of exploring supernatural 

phenomenon as an expression of human psychology.649 This is not to say that Inoue was solely 

materialist, as he divided phenomenon between the kakai, pseudo-mysteries, and shinkai, which 

were actual mysteries, with the goal of eradicating superstition that he felt had hindered Japanese 
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development.650 This scientific approach to yōkai informs contemporary fantasy, in which 

monsters inevitably have a scientific origin, a comprehensive and comprehensible biology, and 

can be classified according to a clear taxonomic system. 

 

Intertextual Monsters 

 Even in the earliest texts with yōkai, there existed a type of intertextuality about the 

creatures. Yōkai, even the same character, could appear in any number of media, from setsuwa 

and sarugaku to scrolls and ink paintings. This can make it difficult to call any single portrayal 

authoritative.651 Additionally, later works often cannibalize earlier texts; for example, the Heian 

era figure Abe no Seimbei and his potentially supernatural heritage spans the pages of Ubume no 

Natsu652 (1994) and the film Onmyoji (2001). Some recent artists have created books in which 

they create photorealistic images of yōkai and then juxtapose these images with how they were 

drawn in kibiyoshi and the manga of Mizuki.653 Yōkai images have also been popular as 

branding, recognizable enough to be readily used but open-licensed.654 Ultimately, monsters 

become cyclical, with no true starting point or original – a postmodern creature. 

Tono, the location highlighted in Yanagita Kunio’s work, Tono Monogatari, has joined 

this yōkai-branding trend by using a kappa as the regional mascot.655 Japan, according to 

Yanagita, has a particularly vibrant folklore tradition resulting in each community possessing 
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their own versions of common myths as well as innumerable idiosyncratic legends.656 Towns 

such as Sakaiminato are strategic in their ability to link their community with the fans of yōkai-

focused media.657 Several cities, including neighborhoods in Tokyo, use yōkai as their 

mascots.658 Additionally, yōkai are sometimes used a means of demonstrating cultural or regional 

identity, as local myths and figures are used to bind together disparate generations through a 

universally loved creature.659 However, there has also been criticism of this type of imagery, as 

some have claimed that regional authorities and Nihonjinron scholars have usurped this imagery 

for political gain and social acceptance.660 

Scholarship on yōkai tends to view the creatures as a lens into social and cultural factors 

that are otherwise obscured.661 The location of the Shuten Doji Oni legend is now the site of the 

Nihon no Oni no Koryuhakubutsukan.662 Even relatively recent monster panics, such as the 

outbreak of kuchi-sake-onna sightings, demonstrate a certain level of interconnectedness 

between premodern and modern mythologies.663 Yōkai are thereby able to serve as a connection 

between the local and the national, the historic and the present.664 

Partially due to the efforts of folklorist Yanagita, the study of yōkai has also been closely 

linked to minzokushugi, the folkloric study of Japan.665 Yanagita, contrary to contemporary use 
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of yōkai, believed that the myth of monsters were a vestigial remnant of earlier folkways that 

was slowly extinguishing as urbanized society eroded rural lifestyles.666 Early yōkaigaku and 

minzokushugi scholars held that this loss was detrimental to the nation and sought to at least 

retain the conceptual framework that they believed lay behind this belief structure – the link 

between the tangible present and the intangible past.667  

Yanagita noted that statues with legendary connections to miraculous cures for 

tuberculosis were regularly visited well into the twentieth century and, despite land scarcity in 

Tokyo, remained intact.668 Komatsu hypothesized that the survival, and popularity, of monsters 

in Japan were connected to a culturally shared imagination.669 Some even argued that the 

bifurcation between less powerful yōkai and powerful kami was due to belief systems imported 

from the Asian mainland.670 This interpretation of yōkai culture resonated with the discourse of 

the Nihonjinron and minzokushugi ideological frameworks, which perhaps is one of the key 

reasons yōkaigaku has received state support and a certain level of legitimacy in Japan.671  

 Yōkai have also become the foci of social groups, with individuals becoming entwined 

with one another through a shared appreciation of yōkai folklore and art.672 Foster attended a 

small yōkai-themed meeting in Tokyo, which had several dozen participants. These fans quizzed 

each other on yōkai knowledge, discussed media on the topic, lectured on recent academic 
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research, and exchanged their own manga, books, and art.673 These groups are common, 

particularly in a time of easy communication over the Internet of every form of specialized 

interest, and their membership can readily transcend social class, regional identity, and age.674 

The appearance and structure of yōkai fan groups, with complex, interlinking, yet flat networks, 

are similar to online fan communities and the older fan-led groups and events like Komiket. Fans 

even cosplay as their favorite yōkai at events.675 The myriad forms that yōkai characters, as well 

as other fictional characters, take in their image alliances and, in fan media, create a broader and 

deeper characterization of these figures for devoted fans.676 

 Oral culture also contributes to the continued survival of the popularity of yōkai and oni. 

Tsunemitsu Tōru, a folklorist who studies monster legends, noted that most youth in Japan first 

engage with supernatural creatures through the media, rather than through oral culture. However, 

from grade school to university, urban legends and local ghost stories are ubiquitous on 

campuses.677 His 2013 work, Gakko no Kaidan, covers the breadth of contemporary monsters, 

from Toire Akikochan, a ghost who haunts the third stall of the ladies’ restroom, to the historic 

monster-woman, kuchisake-onna – the Split Mouth Woman who carves up the faces of her 

victims with a grotesque grin. Komatsu also noted that the practice of cursing is also replicated 

in contemporary Japan, based on what the individuals have learned from either word-of-mouth or 

from the Internet.678 In one example, protestors placed ritual curse objects on the site of a 
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proposed construction project.679 The replication of these beliefs exists beyond passive 

entertainment and becomes action. The urban legends passed around playgrounds at school 

invite replication, a girl rapping on the walls of a toilet stall to summon a spirit or an aggrieved 

spouse cursing their partner to impotence.680 

 

Current Yōkai Media 

 One of the top creators of yōkai-focused media is the author of Ubume no Natsu, 

Kyogoku Natsuhiko, a former student of yōkai scholar Komatsu Kazuhiko and a fan of 

Mizuki.681 This person, a fan/student turned author, demonstrates the high level of 

interconnectedness and influence between yōkai- and monster-focused literature and manga. 

Even otherwise out-of-date traditions, like the hyakumonogatari, are common framing devices in 

manga. CLAMP has an entire series based on this practice, as does the late manga-ka, Sugiura 

Hinako.682 The 2011 manga series, Gugure Kokkurisan has a fox spirit serving as the foster 

father of a disturbed teenage girl who played the Kokkurisan divination game alone. There are 

several magazines that target yōkai and oni aficionados that include information on their recent 

appearances in popular culture as well as academic research on the topic.683 Exorcism and 

shamanism have also been the focus of episodes of BLEACH684 as well as several series, such as 

the aforementioned Inuyasha, of Takahashi Rumiko.685 Even the oddly Halloween-inspired 
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series Soul Eater (2004-2015) is based on the idea of semi-human intermediaries between the 

human and the spiritual world. 

 

The Uses of the Grotesque  

 One of the confrontational aspects of these three selected manga series is that they 

utilized a type of grotesque or monstrous imagery that has become increasingly typical in this 

particular genre of manga. Shōnen manga historically often limited its imagery of violence and 

eroticism due to legal considerations stemming from the uneven enforcement of obscenity laws. 

However, in recent years, the obscenity laws have been either overturned or amended, which has 

allowed shōnen manga to incorporate elements of eroticism and violence into publications 

focused on early and late teenagers. While many of these readers eventually move on to the 

seinen genre or stop reading manga altogether, series of this type remain popular both with 

juvenile and adult audiences.  

However, it should be noted that there is still an audience for series without any particular 

type of violence and eroticism. Meanwhile, series such as Attack on Titan, Fullmetal Alchemist, 

and Claymore have been developed in order to appeal to adults and juveniles alike. While violent 

or sexualized imagery simply may become a form of background noise for regular readers, 

similar to the way in which use of perspectives and boundaries become subconscious guides to 

interpretations, it may have a strong impact on novice readers who may not have previously 

experienced such imagery. However, there are many possible uses of this type of imagery that do 

not involve shock, but rather serves as a symbolic representation of larger concerns that are too 

uncomfortable or controversial to address directly. By using transgressive imagery, these texts 
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are able to perform a cognitive slight of hand – drawing the audience’s attention with disturbing 

imagery that distracts them from the potentially disturbing ideas within the narrative – such as 

tacit support for increased militarism or social criticism. 

This focus on transgressive imagery as a means of addressing deeper psychological issues 

is not unique to Japan. Such stratagems have been noted in other works that dissect the genre, 

such as Clover’s work that focused on American-produced slasher films aimed at an adolescent, 

male audience686 and in Horeck’s work that scrutinized contemporary French shockers geared for 

the festival circuit.687 The grotesque and the bizarre themselves seem to be vital aspects of 

contemporary fiction, adding a primitive emotional response to otherwise lackluster tales. If 

Nietzsche once posited that narrative itself is a narcotic,688 monsters may be the metaphorical 

nicotine needed to keep readers interested enough to come back to the same works over and over 

again. One of the difficulties this ubiquity presents to the researcher is the sheer volume of texts 

that rely on the surreal and the disturbing. The grotesque itself is spread across so many stories 

and folklores spread over various cultures, from Chinese chuanqi tales to Fear and Loathing in 

Los Vegas, categorizing works primarily on the basis of the imagery itself is virtually 

impossible.689  

As mentioned in Chapter One, for the purposes of this paper, the selected texts are 

limited to three examples belonging to the fantasy genre. However, grotesque imagery has been 

pervasively used in various other genres that are geared towards more mature readers, such as 
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seinen manga and popular crime fiction like Out,690 in which a group of women establish a 

corpse disposal business out of their bathtubs. Of the three chosen manga series, the most 

prominent in this regard would be Attack on Titan. This ongoing series focuses on a world where 

humanity is enclosed within a series of three walls. Outside of these walls lies a pristine 

environment that is uninhabitable, as it is filled with grotesquely large humanoid figures called 

Titans, who, with implacable grins, mercilessly devour any human that crosses their path. Death, 

dismemberment, and decay are commonly shown in exquisite detail (See Figure Two). 

Figure Two: The Discovery of Marco’s Corpse691 

 
The second series, namely Fullmetal Alchemist, that remains popular despite ending over 

six years ago, which is a longevity not commonly seen in the saturated manga/anime 

marketplace. The reason for this series’ staying power is that it, like other well-established 

franchises such as Neon Genesis Evangelion and Gundam, is that it can be interpreted in several 

ways. Fans can consume it as easy entertainment, others can debate potential symbolism or 

meaning, and others can consume the vast quantity of merchandise attached to the series. The 

longevity of a series, and the potential reasons for its survival when other similar series are 

forgotten, is frequently tied to its ability to operate on multilayers that cater to otaku/database 

culture. It is set in another fantasy world where alchemy is considered a productive method of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
690 Kirano 2002. 
691 Isayama 2012 (vol. 4), 171-172. 



! 218!

inquiry. However, alchemy is state-controlled and closely monitored. Additionally, the form of 

alchemy practiced by members of the state is not applicable outside of the bounds of the country 

nor does it mirror any other form practiced by their neighboring countries. The characters 

eventually discover that nonhuman creatures, namely Homunculi, control both their government 

and their alchemical practices. The theme dealing with nonhuman entities controlling the 

boundaries of human activities is widely employed in the genre of the grotesque.  

Although Claymore has its fair share of the grotesque, in some ways, it is quite different 

from the other two manga series selected in this paper. It is set in a pre-modern fantasy universe 

and the main plot of the series revolves around a group of female fighters. The fantasy genre that 

is being explored in this paper is one geared for young male readers, and the previously 

mentioned series primarily focused on young male characters. In contrast, Claymore is focused 

on the experiences and friendship of a group of young women. As discussed in Men, Women and 

Chainsaws, female protagonists are often considered nonthreatening to male consumers and 

therefore, male viewers can easily project themselves and their experiences onto a female 

character.692 In the Japanese context, this is not often the case, as most frequently, a young male 

protagonist is the default choice. However, the central themes of Claymore match closely with 

the themes of the other two series selected in this paper. Not only does the lead character in all of 

the three manga series undertake a Hero’s Journey,693 but they also exist in a world 

circumscribed by the machinations of a large inhuman conspiracy. 

The following section of this paper will focus primarily on the idea of cannibalism, 

magical realism, and conspiracy as used within the three series. Perhaps these themes are telling 

in a genre focused on entertaining young audiences who may feel disillusioned or 
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disenfranchised from a larger community and believe that their choices are limited due to 

circumstances beyond their control.694 Some may argue, and quite rightly, that much of this may 

be due to current economic and social malaise.695 The economic depression that has hindered the 

Japanese economy over the last twenty years has negatively impacted youth in a variety of ways. 

Government surveys have found that 79% of the population has felt negatively impacted by the 

ongoing recession.696 However, this paper shall argue that historical factors and the repercussions 

of collective memory also influence the Japanese young generation, particularly in the way that 

the various aspects of the Dark Valley Period resonate with contemporary readers.  

This is not to say that the majority of readers will be directly aware of the minutiae of the 

Dark Valley Period, although the period is included in most junior high school history textbooks. 

However, the basics of the period are included in several works of both high and popular culture. 

The war and its attendant weaponry and alliances are objects of play in the popular anime series 

Axis Powers Hetalia697 and Kantai Collection,698 where the states or major battleships 

respectably are anthropomorphized into cute, human characters who engage in notionally 

historically-inspired hijinks and melodrama. The war and its attendant terrors have become 

objects of play in database culture, frequently removed from the history that normally enmeshes 

them. 

Manga histories by Mizuki Shigeru, Osamu Tezuka, Yokoyama Mitsuteru, and 

Ishinomori Shōtarō are widely owned, with some stating that nearly every household in Japan 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
694 Zielenziger 2007. 
695 Allison 2012, 345-370. 
696 ‘Fukyoukan to koyoujyousei ni kansuru yoronchosa’. Naikakufu seifuchosashitsu, n.d. Web. 
697 2006-2013. 
698 The original game was launched in 2013, an anime adaption followed in 2015. 



! 220!

owns one or more that their works that cover the first half of the twentieth century, including the 

Dark Valley Period.699 The films Lorelei and Spy Sorge700 also discuss the periods and their 

incumbent coups and were moderate successes in the box office. The American co-production 

Letters from Iwo Jima, which was the box office leader for five weeks in Japan,701 also covers 

the latter portion of the Dark Valley Period in regards to secret police, venal central authorities, 

and an oppressive social system. 

The periods were also part of high literature, for example being a part of Mishima’s Sea 

of Fertility702 tetralogy. Writers from Ōe Kenzaburo to Murakami Haruki have works that cover 

daily life of the period, in the case of Ōe, or the Battles of Khalkhyn Gol – better known as the 

Nomonhan Incident in Japan, in the case of Murakami. Additionally, visits to Peace Museums 

are frequently visited by school-groups, which expose youth again to the semi-official histories 

commonly replicated in school textbooks. Schools that have either the proximity or financial 

leeway to do so, also visit the battleground of Okinawa and listen to the stories of the few 

remaining survivors.703  

Lastly, while the general population may have an impressionistic understanding of the 

period, Netto-uyoku and military otaku often have high levels of knowledge on the period and 

will apply aspects of the past to the contemporary media that they currently consume. An 

example for this is the aforementioned fantasy-horror series High School of the Dead, whose 

sibling authors’ repertoire includes alternative history novels, strategy games based off of on the 
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wars of the first half of the twentieth century and Imperial Japan, and positive portrayals of the 

Self Defense Force. As noted in Chapter One, online fan debates on how these series relate to 

revisionist history and apologia for Imperial Japan are openly and frequently debated online, 

often internationally with Korean or American fans who bring their own set of perceptions and 

historical knowledge to the debate. 

 

Magical Realism 

It is necessary to examine grotesquery as a broader phenomenon before moving to 

esoteric examples found in the selected manga series. Bowers devised a clear definition of the 

‘fantastic’ in fiction that can be applied to the use of horrific and fantastic imagery within the 

selected series, where the readers’ perceptions are important to take into consideration. If the 

characters behave as if the surreal or unusual elements of the story are normative, the work can 

be defined as a work of magical realism rather than surrealism.704 For the manga series in 

question, this definition is important as they occur in a fantasy environment where the seemingly 

supernatural is mundane. Surrealist imagery is popular in Japanese popular culture, as the films 

of Satoshi Kon readily prove. However, magical realism is much more prominent in the shōnen 

genre. This is partially a question of the targeted audiences, as younger readers are more likely to 

be drawn into a fantastical tale. 

  Firstly in these series, supernatural elements are portrayed as logical and scientific. 

Creatures are graded according to a taxonomy understood and shared by all the characters. Often, 

the scientific principles of testing and peer review are followed. For example, in Fullmetal 

Alchemist, the state provided grants and living support to alchemist whose abilities or research 
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had military applications. The idea of publish or perish is also one experienced by the characters 

in the manga series – leading to the creation of the chimera of Nina Tucker and her labrador. 

Similarly, in Attack on Titan, the characters must study the biology of the monsters that devour 

them (See Figure Three).  

However, in both series, the state inhibits study of the topic by sabotaging research that 

the state itself funded. Through this self-victimization, individuals are forced into an ouroboros-

like conspiracy that is reliant on its members’ personal self-interest. In Claymore, this initially 

seems inapplicable due to its pre-modern setting. However, it is revealed that the world in which 

the entire series is set is a scientific exercise to beta test a powerful military grade weapon. The 

conspiracy is not to thwart the advance of scientific knowledge, but to prevent the experimental 

protocols from being revealed to the test subjects. It is a widely accepted notion within each of 

the series that the military is willing and able to use the fantastic as a form of mundane strategy 

and tactics. 

Figure Three: A Survey Corps Officer Takes Detailed Notes of an Aberrant Titan Before 
He Inevitably Consumes Her705 

 
These series insist on demystifying the supernatural. However, they do not make them 

any less grotesque by placing them in the realm of the familiar. Rather, it seems almost more 

horrific and grotesque that these monsters are less horrendous than the inequalities and horrors 

perpetrated on a civilian population by the members of the political elite. This type of magical 
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realism is commonly seen in postwar Japanese literature and media, where seemingly 

supernatural elements are not only placed within a scientific context, but also exist in a world 

where science is trusted. One of the early examples of this is the film series Godzilla, where the 

monster symbolizes the horrors of firebombing and nuclear war.706 Similarly, in manga, early 

postwar artists such as Ozamu Tezuka and Mizuki Shigeru include monstrous or inhuman 

elements in the works they created for a young audience, elements that reflected the trauma of 

the Asian Pacific War that they had witnessed. The author herself has written how a recent 

manga series entitled Gyo embodied wartime trauma and the lack of its integration into postwar 

memory,707 and in none of these series is the supernatural or grotesque considered unusual, but 

rather an unsavory aspect of everyday life. 

Magical realism has had various other uses within the wider fantasy genre in Japan. In 

many works, it is used as a means of subverting or critiquing society and its various common 

assumptions and norms. In this genre, apart from the various Japanese female science fiction 

authors, several feminist and post-colonial writers in Latin America have notable contributions. 

Bolton noted that, during the 1970’s, female authors and artists, such as Suzuki Izumi and 

Yamao Yuko, began carving out their own places in mainstream Japanese science fiction. The 

works by these female authors created a type of monster that upended traditional portrayals of 

women and female sexuality.708 Of the three series in this work, only one was authored by a 

woman. However, the gains made by early feminist authors have impacted the portrayal of the 
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female characters within the series, who are multifaceted and complex. However, these female 

characters still often play the role of supporter for a more active, male lead character. 

Rational logic is a product of hegemonic forces, and magical realism can be used to give 

voice to subaltern experiences.709 As readers witness characters onto which they have projected 

their own emotions, while tacitly accepting what would be generally accepted absurdities in the 

‘real world,’ that can enable them to critically reflect on their own lives. Part of this is due to a 

larger backlash of modernism and Realism in fiction, which tends to favor a Western-European, 

male gaze.710 Magical Realism experienced an additional boom in the mid-twentieth century 

when it was combined with Freudian analysis and Jungian concepts on the collective 

unconscious.711 With the concepts that perception may not be entirely as concrete as previously 

hoped, authors can take advantage of larger social insecurity to propel their own works. 

This paranoia over scientific advancements is a common theme highlighted by literature 

in Japan as well as other parts of the world. Mary Shelly’s Frankenstein is an early example of 

this kind of genre in the international literary circle, but in Japan, it has become a distinctly 

postwar phenomenon. In Japan, paranoia over scientific advancement was initially seen as a way 

of instilling horror and discomfort in the readers in the erotic-grotesque movement of the Taisho 

Period. Works, like the 1920’s Dogura Magura, created a realm in which readers’ perceptions 

were constantly questioned and the benefits of technology were shown to be persistently 

undermined by its ability to corrupt the human soul. In view of the aforementioned literature, 

science and its destructive potential for the people were shown as grotesque instead of the 

supernatural elements and magical realism. Ultimately, the modern grotesque in contemporary 
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shōnen manga possess the following two genealogies: (i) the popularity of the fantastic already 

predominant among young readers and (ii) the adult authors’ use of magical realism to add a 

layer of social meaning to their work. 

 These issues may seem to be beyond the expectations held by youth readership, but many 

youth have been confronted with the lasting repercussions of the Asia Pacific War and its 

aftermath. Textbook controversies have been part of the political landscape since Ienaga Saburo 

began his lawsuits against the Ministry of Education almost a half century ago.712 Additionally, 

the Asia Pacific War has been a reoccurring source of inspiration for a number of films and TV 

series, from the popular daytime series Oshin of the early 1990’s to the moderate success 

Lorelei: Witch of the Ocean in 2005. Therefore, the Asian Pacific War has a considerable 

influence on the Japanese literature, manga series as well as other entertainment media, which 

makes it difficult for contemporary Japanese youth to remain unaffected by it.  

 

Sandbox Worlds and the Potential for Extrapolation 

Another fundamental aspect of the texts in question is a high-fantasy environment that is 

predicated on massive amounts of world building, which appeals to mature readers who enjoy 

exploring the nuances of an elaborate fictional universe on various multimedia platforms. In the 

context of video games, this is often described as a sandbox style of play, where players can 

explore and interact freely. As discussed in Chapter One, otaku and database culture rely on texts 

that can be disassembled and freely explored by readers. Yōkai fan groups and amateur 

folklorists are one of the near infinite subcategories of otaku. Yōkai focused media, be it manga 

or film, draws in persons who hold a prior interest in supernatural creatures. Fantasy manga 
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series that rely on the supernatural or the monstrous thereby have an in-built sandbox world to 

draw in a sizable portion of otaku readership. By playing on established monster tropes, these 

series can help foster fan debate and analysis.  

 In Japan, where the manga industry is partially supported by so-called image alliances, 

licensed peripheral materials often make up the bulk of consumption. This narrative approach 

has been deconstructed as the previously discussed Database Model proposed by cultural critic 

Azuma Hiroki.713 For manga, this entails often a long narrative arc combined with detailed 

character studies, a nonlinear timeframe, and extraneous material. In this regard, the most 

notable series being studied is Attack on Titan, whose popularity has resulted in a wide number 

of spinoff series and even self-created parodies. Additionally, the opening and closing chapters 

of all three series contain omake, which are brief chapters containing either background 

information pertinent to the main narrative or in-jokes geared towards devout fans. Combined 

with the image alliances, this creates a situation wherein the readers can elect to focus on any 

small aspect of the series or even create their own sub-narratives.  

The industry is motivated towards joining image alliances, due to their high profit margin 

that allows deep saturation of a particular marketable commodity, resulting in an intensely 

competitive market place. Manga itself is a boon for the wider publishing industry; its low 

production cost and high profit margins allow for the publication of prestige texts and 

magazines. Additionally, the low investment required for a publisher allows for more 

experimental narratives to be produced, while successful stories can be readily transformed into 

multimedia empires.714  
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Claymore, as the least popular series being discussed in this paper, has the smallest 

amount of sandbox material, which consists of image alliances, omake, and peripheral chapters. 

In addition, Fullmetal Alchemist, as the manga series has ended its main run, with very little 

peripheral material being currently produced. However, this series resulted in the production of 

two separate television series with widely diverging narratives, which can account for its success 

and fame among the youth, as it allowed readers to select the ending and thematic course that 

they preferred. Its continued popularity may be partially credited to the synergy of the three 

canonical versions of the some story and the potential for fan debate and comparison. It is Attack 

on Titan that has the largest amount of sandbox material. The manga has officially spawned a 

loosely adapted film series, a parody television series, and a prequel, in addition to the typical 

merchandising that any successful manga series creates. The author also runs a personal blog 

where readers’ questions are answered, as well as a near-infinite amount of fanwork. These are 

active strategies undertaken in order to draw in the digital fan community. 

Fan-based unofficial sandbox material differs from the officially produced literature or 

entertainment media, such that official sources follow or build upon the primary narratives while 

fan-based contributions have considerable deviances and discrepancies from the original 

narratives. This can also be seen in Claymore and Fullmetal Alchemist, as unofficial works have 

a tendency to focus on erotic or Boy’s Love narratives. When produced by fans, these narratives 

tend to center on the potential transgressive elements of the series; however, it is the authors of 

the original series themselves who create an atmosphere where discussion and creation are 

fostered that makes room for such transgressions.  

For example, the author of Attack on Titan, Isayama Hajime, confirmed in an interview 

that the character of Dot Pixis (See Figure Four), a military leader sympathetic to the young 
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officers’ rebellion, was based on the actual personality of General Akiyama Yoshifuru.715 

Consequently, Isayama started receiving thousands of death threats by irate fans, with many 

finding the choice of this historical figure offensive due to his involvement in Imperial Japanese 

campaigns in Korea and China.716 This type of online fan debate may have been detrimental to 

the manga creator on this occasion, but generally, these kinds of online discussions are 

encouraged by creators and fostered by friendly web-boards. Additionally, both authors and 

publishers take a hands-off position on potential copyright violations in fan-published works and 

internet communities.717 These fantastical worlds allow both the authors and fans to create 

elaborate set pieces that explore often-controversial topics. 

Figure Four: General Dot Prixis Inspects His Troops718 

 
 In some cases, the sandbox nature of these series can create an environment in which 

transgressive acts can become normalized. In Fullmetal Alchemist, the author put considerable 

emphasis on analyzing the repercussions of war crimes on the perpetrators. The older officers 

and alchemists in the series were involved in a campaign of ethnic cleansing, due to which many 
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of these officers suffered psychological after-effects and guilt. The younger characters were 

equally affected by the war crimes, as their relatives were either killed for opposing status quo or 

attacked and murdered by surviving extremist elements (See Figure Five). The obvious parallels 

between the series itself and Japanese war crimes were regularly debated by fans, who 

questioned whether the psychological pressures borne by the characters forced them into acts of 

violence that were in any way similar to those experienced by actual Japanese and Korean 

soldiers in the Imperial Army during the Asia Pacific War. Additionally, the clear redemptive arc 

that these characters experienced demonstrated a level of compassion for them that would 

normally be criticized or derided by the majority of readers. One Japanese blogger argued that 

the series eventually became an apologia for war crimes and fascism.719 Further, due to the 

global visibility of the discussion on the Internet, fans from Korean, Chinese, and America were 

also able to participate in these debates.  

Figure Five: Winry’s Parents Serving as Volunteer Doctors Tending Ishvalan Refugees – 
Later Killed by Scar720 

 
Claymore combines the idea that the characters are committing war crimes with gender-

based violence; as the majority of the lead characters are female, this series touches on the 
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concept of rape in a way not seen in the other two, male-driven narratives. It seems fitting that 

this series was also created during the height of the debate around Comfort Women in Japan. The 

female characters are not only drafted into their roles as warriors, but are also forcibly split open 

with gaping wounds that begin at their groin and end just above their breasts (See Figure Six). 

Additionally, on their travels, potential sexual violence perpetrated by armed men is also a 

constant threat; these women are forced into servitude, eventually worn out and discarded. 

Perhaps one of the reasons that Claymore had such difficulty being adapted into multimedia 

format is that these debates do not resonate with largely male fans721 and thereby had difficulty 

generating the level of interest or debate that Attack on Titan and Fullmetal Alchemist had the 

potential to produce. 

Figure Six: Teresa Scares off Rapists by Undressing722 

 
All of these manga series deal with questions of state responsibility towards conflict and 

civil defense, as well as the reoccurring motifs of conspiracy and militarism that parallel the 

Dark Valley Period of Japanese history. In this manner, to a great extent, the power and utility of 

sandbox are harnessed in order to generate interest and create discussion on various aspects of 

the original themes, while the fact that these stories have ties to actuality means that fans have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
721 Misogyny in both popular culture, its fan community, and that a significant amount of female characters in media 
act more as objects rather than as individuals is well-noted by critics and commentators both in Japan and the United 
States. For more information on this, please see Ueno. 
722 Yagi 2012 (vol. 3), 124-125. 



! 231!

another outlet of exploration. In contrast, those series in Japan that lack a sandbox-type format 

have difficulty replicating the level of popularity generated by sandbox-supported series. 

Sandbox series and image alliances work best when they have an outside touchstone, often in the 

form of physical consumables such as figurines or games. In this respect, Gundam had a vast 

array collectibles, while Neon Genesis Evangelion could rely on opaque endings resulting in 

massive amounts of fan speculation on the Internet, and Dragon Ball had the original Journey to 

the West saga. It seems that, ultimately, while a creator can develop an entirely new and original 

world, its success is partially generated by the presence of sufficient peripheral material and a 

self-starting fan community. 

 

The Monster Cycle 

It is important to note that the grotesque has a long history that operates within a set 

series of expectations that informs how images are consumed and perceived. Monstrous or 

grotesque figures are often recursive and intertextual, building off older works to create the new. 

Rather than implying that all images within a genre share an identical meaning, these images 

inform each other in a type of intertextuality that relies not only on direct references to specific 

works, but also on the expectations set by the mass of obscure works that form the inchoate 

whole of a genre and its history. The entirety of a genre informs its production, both the major 

successes and the semi-forgotten texts. The monster cycle is highly formulized in the European 

and North American literary traditions. The creation and appearance of a monster within a text 

can typically be divided into three parts, the first when the monster appears but is denied by most 

observers and the authorities. After the destruction caused by the creature becomes too great to 

ignore, the community rallies a defense against it. The cycle ends when the creature is finally 
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defeated and the world returned to normalcy. This cycle can even be repeated multiple times 

within the same narrative, especially as a means of subverting expectations.723  

Japan has its own monster tradition that follows the same essential pattern. However, the 

role of the monster is a little more opaque in the Japanese than in the European tradition. While 

European monster cycles are deeply informed by Christianity, in which characters are either 

good or evil and their form taken according to their alignment, Japanese monster cycles are 

instead typically influenced by the notion of Karma and impurity, where transformation is 

possible irrespective of morality. Additionally, many types of monsters are in fact sympathetic 

victims or powerful deities. However, the cycle still remains the same ― a mundane community 

is transgressed in some way by a powerful and incomprehensible outsider, who is eventually 

expelled. In the modern period, this cycle has changed slightly; not only are the monsters 

incredibly personable, but often they are more human than the humans themselves.724 Trans-

humanism in Japan is a form of the grotesque with a long history and traditions. Some of the 

earliest monster narratives in Japan are those of humans transformed into demons. This style of 

transformation was incorporated into the erotic-grotesque movement during the 1920s, which 

can still be seen in popular series such as Ghost in the Shell that depicts characters being 

augmented by technology.  

This cycle of transformation closely resembles the traditional ritual cycle of adolescence 

with which the majority of the young readership is familiar within their personal experiences. 

Initially, puberty itself is a confusing experience for many youth and the feeling that one is 

somehow deviant or monstrous is a universally understood concept. The eventual equilibrium 

that is returned to the community is one that is also hopefully felt by the individuals themselves. 
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This is one of the draws of horror to a youth audience, who are coming to grips with the 

difficulties of adulthood as well as their own eventual mortality. This is something noted by 

several cultural critics, including that of Clover.725 Puberty is also the period in which most 

individuals have to grapple with the various challenging aspects of cultural identity, community, 

and shared memory. The three manga series discussed in this work draw their popularity and 

power from their ability to discuss various challenges of adolescence and the manner in which 

they tackled answers a variety of questions pertaining to lingering cultural trauma and collective 

guilt. 

It is perhaps natural that each of the three series in question has adolescent characters, or 

flashbacks to a character’s adolescence within them. This transformative period is shown as the 

main turning point of each character, whether morally good or evil. While adults in the main 

narrative, the teen years of Mustang and Bradley are both given flashbacks in Fullmetal 

Alchemist, where the seeds of their later alignment are first sown. Mustang, whose adolescence 

was spent building a relationship with Hawkeye and doting after his teacher, was shown as 

naturally ambitious but possessing an intrinsic good nature (See Figure Seven). Bradley, an 

orphan sent to a brutal military academy and subjected to alchemistical experiments that killed 

many of his classmates, became cold and incapable of breaking away from the conspiracy that 

made him. His reaction to the suffering of others is not the care demonstrated by Mustang, but 

nonchalance. Mikasa’s trauma, of losing her parents to violence, has inured her to the horrors she 

experiences as a member of the Survey Corps, but also insures her undying loyalty to the 

doomed Erin Yeager. Both Claire and Raki are shown as having parallel adolescent lives, leading 

to their mutual attraction. 
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Figure Seven: A Young Mustang Caring for His Mentor726 

 
 

Monsters and the Subaltern 

The narrative dependence on a set of norms provides the opportunity to analyze trope in a 

larger historical context. However, this dependence relies on the idea that there are normative 

readings of common tropes and images and can present a difficulty to the interpreter, as defining 

an image as transgressive requires that one establishes an opposing and commonly shared 

definition. Georges Canguilhem noted that this idea of narrative norms itself relies on the 

definition of the abnormal.727 In particular, monsters could be interpreted as the outburst of the 

psychological or social subaltern. In contrast to this theory, Marxist critics have posited that 

monsters and the grotesque represent, not the subaltern, but rather the classes who rely on the 

exploitation of others for their prosperity.728 It is perhaps something in between, where monsters 

are present both within the exploited as well as the exploiting sections of the depicted 

communities. In the three series discussed, it is very likely that there is both a class-based 

interpretation as well as discourse on subaltern history.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
726 Hasegawa 2012 (vol. 15), 10-11. 
727 Marran 2007, 8 
728 Gilmore 2012, KINDLE LOCATION 318-353 



! 235!

In Claymore and Attack on Titan, class and exploitation is a recurring motif. These 

narratives also reflect common discourses of the Dark Valley Period, with a disillusioned 

agricultural class and a disgruntled cohort of expansionist-minded military officers. In Claymore, 

in one sense, the entire world is shown to be an elaborate experiment, while in another, the test 

subjects are forced to pay for their own subjugation. The elite reduces expenditures through the 

transformation of male members of the impoverished classes and female orphans into either the 

cannibalistic Yoma or the monstrous Claymore where upon these monsters horrify the general 

population, thus forcing people to pay protection money to the elite class to stay alive. Fearing 

their own destruction, cities pay exorbitant amounts to hire Claymores, so that they can eradicate 

the Yoma threat (See Figure Eight). The profits and excess resources of this seemingly closed 

system are then funneled to the home country in order to fund their own war of expansion.  

Figure Eight: Raki’s Village Headman Announces He Hired A Claymore Despite the High 
Cost729 

 
In Attack on Titan, there is a distinct class system whereby the upper classes wantonly 

exploit the lower classes and then scapegoat the Survey Corps as a burdensome waste of 

taxpayer resources. This tension between the central authorities, who are based in the urban 

center, and the Survey Corps, who live on the extreme periphery, eventually results in the 

usurpation of the monarchy and the placement of an illegitimate, yet tractable, female descendent 
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of the royal house on the throne. She is considered by the Survey Corps and their high ranking 

supporters to be a palatable solution in contrast to a political crisis when the cowardice of the 

reigning bureaucrats is exposed and the hoax reveals that they plan to exterminate the majority of 

the rural population in the event of external attack. It is notable that this young woman, named 

Historia Reiss (her name being particularly significant, with a Latin cognate for ‘history’ being 

combined with the German term for ‘rip,’ essentially meaning that she is ‘ripped from 

history’),730 originates from the majority farming community. In these series, the rural 

community and the adventurous members of the Survey Corps who seek to expand the 

boundaries of the nation can be considered to be the pure hearts of the state.  

In Fullmetal Alchemist, which is set in a world that is more Weimar Republic than 

medieval fantasy, the image of a warm rural periphery is contrasted with a cold, bureaucratic 

central state, while the central characters, namely, the Elric Brothers, are country boys raised in a 

small, self-sufficient village. At the end of the series, when the conspiracy created by Homunculi 

and staffed by self-centered generals and bureaucrats is finally defeated through a coup led by 

young, middle-ranking officers, the brothers return to their small village to marry and raise their 

own families and their embittered superior officers, who had engaged in war crimes and ethnic 

cleansing, return to the colonized territories as a form of penitence rather than seeking out power 

in the re-formed democratic state. This emphasis on the incorruptible nature of the individuals 

belonging to the rural, agricultural heartland, who must struggle against a corrupt urban center 

populated by self-centered bureaucrats and politicians, parallels the discourse of the Young 

Officer’s Movement. The paranoia concerning self-serving and corruptible members of the state 
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elite who profoundly compromise the very survival of the nation informs each of these texts and 

is a familiar discourse for media consumers in Japan. Even recent releases, such as 2016’s Shin-

Gojira, posited that government inefficiency and political expediency are greater villains than 

seventy-story tall, radioactive mutants.731 

There are also aspects of gender-based violence in the series that are expressed by the 

violations of the boundaries of the human and the monstrous. Historia’s mother was executed in 

front of her when she became a political liability and she was spared only because she possessed 

a valuable genetic lineage (See Figure Nine). Mikasa, the female member of the main character 

triumvirate, is attacked as a child and nearly sold into sexual servitude. The first indication that 

Fullmetal Alchemist is geared towards more mature readers occurs early on in the seemingly 

lighthearted narrative when a young girl is transformed into a barely human chimera by her 

neglectful father. Eventually, the female characters are routinely threatened as a means of 

controlling male characters, as in the case of the hyper-competent lieutenant Hawkeye of the 

rebel leader Mustang, who is removed from narrative action by violence with a strong sexual 

subtext. Claymores are not only exploited by the central authorities due to their gender but are 

also sometimes threatened with rape. The female characters in this series exist in a world that 

constantly threatens domestic and sexual violence by characters that are monstrous in their 

actions despite being human in appearance. 

Figure Nine: Historia Remembering Her Mother’s Execution for Birthing Historia – a 
Potential Threat to a Titan Shifting Bloodline732 
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Additionally, monsters are a cross-cultural phenomenon as creatures that are grotesque in 

form and transgressive in nature and behavior.733 The grotesque itself is a means of defining the 

normal by positioning it against the abnormal. To demonstrate this, the genealogy of the 

grotesque must be defined. The grotesque itself has a deep connection to the idea of impurity and 

social violation.734 In the manga series being analyzed in this paper, true monsters, the 

Homunculi, the Yoma, and the Titans, are incidental to the inhumanity demonstrated by the 

avaricious humans who hold centralized power decoupled from the mandate of the general 

populace. Only through the heroic actions of a maligned, yet patriotic, young officer corps can 

the nation be preserved from the corruption of bureaucrats and politicians. 

 

Monsters as Sublimated Terrors 

Monsters are often the embodiment of intangible horrors. Social fears, tensions, or 

trauma are sublimated into a horror that is concrete and limited, and thereby safer. Creatures are 

a cognitive shorthand, and can either be viewed as whole beings unto themselves or as 
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representations of other fears. The literary critic Baba Akiko analyzed the development of the 

Oni in Japanese folklore, which is a grotesque type of monster that often has cannibalistic 

overtones.735 Baba argued that there existed innumerable categories of Oni, which she bifurcated 

between creatures that could be physically harmed and those that had no true corporeal 

existence.736 She argued that oni were manifestations of collective psychological trauma and 

tension, appearing most often and vibrantly during periods of strife.737 Sometimes these creatures 

can also be the monstrous reincarnations of feared historical figures or their kin.738 

Kondo Yoshihiro, another Japanese scholar, posited that monsters, and Oni in particular, 

were embodiments of natural phenomenon such as earthquake and plague metamorphosed into 

something comprehensible and understandable.739 Within the selected manga series, the 

monstrous often appear as analogous with large-scale disasters. Attack on Titan’s monsters are 

insatiable, grinning pseudo-humans who stand at least two stories tall. They are capable of 

devouring the population of a small city in a day, sweeping like a flood through the streets and 

tearing down the walls of buildings with impunity. Grinding up those individuals who are too 

impoverished to live in the safe interior, they are portrayed as mindless consumers who engulf 

and dispose without care.  

Claymore monsters seem to have more ancient antecedents and appear almost plague-like 

with the suddenness of their appearance. Even some of the strategies used by inflicted 

individuals within the series mirror those undertaken by stricken cities during the period of Black 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
735  Baba 1988. 
736 Baba 1988, 140. 
737 Baba 1988, 141. 
738 Baba 1988, 144. 
739 Li 2009, KINDLE LOCATION 2619 



! 240!

Death, walling up and shunning the potentially infected within their own homes. The similarities 

in time line and behavior of the general population towards the affected individuals suggest a 

strong correlation with and borrowing of themes from actual events that transpired during the 

European Middle Ages. However, the ultimate monsters portrayed in the series proved to be 

avatars of contemporary fears. In this manner, a powerful state, interested in its own 

preservation, will use the weak and helpless portions of the population to ensure their own 

survival, prosperity and well-being to the point of targeting the weak through series of 

controversial experiments that take away their humanity; like lab rats or guinea pigs, ready for 

slaughter at the whim of the powerful. 

Two series, namely Attack of Titans and Claymore, regularly refer to hunger as one of the 

major by-products of monster attacks. Titans have tightened the noose around humanity to such 

an extent that there is not enough sustainable land for agriculture. Consequently, within the first 

few chapters of the series, a substantial portion of the population is sent off to colonize territory 

lost to the creatures. It is clear to all members of the public that this is a pretense to remove a 

segment of the population that can no longer be fed and who are disposable. Similarly, in 

Claymore, many of the human characters survive on the threshold of starvation, as the limits of 

habitable territory safe from Yoma attacks have precipitated a Malthusian Dilemma, leaving 

those without social support or protection, such as female orphans, ready pickings for the 

Organization to use and abuse to their liking and for their own purposes. 

The last of the three, Fullmetal Alchemist, has monsters that parallel the fears of the Dark 

Valley. High-ranking oligarchs instigate violence led by a cabal of inherently inhuman, artificial 

beings in a conspiracy to support their own interests at the expense of their nation. These 

monsters, disguised as members of the military, instigate ethnic cleansing and war crimes against 
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a minority population residing in a colonized area towards the east of the state. Even further to 

the east is Xing, a clear reference to China during its isolationist period, and a potential target of 

future attacks (See Figure Ten). Xing is a closed state, whose emperor has sealed the nation to 

colonial-minded outsiders and draws his own disparate empire together by marrying women 

from every major subgroup. Towards the north, Amestris is actively engaged in conflict over 

territory with the often-snowbound nation of Drachma, whose blonde-haired army could be 

readily placed into any Russian setting and who are dead set on claiming Amestris’ northern-

most territories, a la Sakhalin (See Figure Eleven). Therefore, within Fullmetal Alchemist, the 

State and their controlled beings are the true manifestation of monsters, as they terrorize and 

pillage their own people in order to fulfill their own sinister objectives using fear and terror as 

effective tools.  

Figure Ten: The Three Members of the Xingese Royalty Spying in Amestris740 

 
Figure Eleven: The Border Between Amestris and Drachma741 
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While monsters in any culture resemble societal fears, from nuclear contamination in the 

Godzilla franchise to shifting sexual mores in early American slasher films, the creatures in these 

series often represent non-contemporaneous concerns. Pestilence, starvation, and conspiring 

oligarchs are not feared by the contemporary Japanese youth who consume these series. So why 

are these themes so common in shōnen/seinen action manga? Collective trauma, stemming from 

the unexorcised upheaval and horror of the Asian-Pacific War and the Dark Valley, has cast a 

long shadow on Japanese fiction.742 This overlaps with the apocalyptic, which, for many, the end 

of the Dark Valley became. It is perhaps not surprising that some examples of the apocalyptic 

genre are works like Barefoot Gen, Grave of Fireflies, and Battle Royale.743 As a result, even the 

most recent release of the popular Godzilla franchise included recurrent lamentations of Japan 

being trapped in the ‘postwar’ period in perpetuity, both by the actions of those in power at the 

domestic level and the treatment faced by Japan at the hands of the international powers. The 

fears portrayed in these series are not those of the present, but rather the unearthed trauma and 

the repercussions of the dark past re-hashed over and over for the Japanese youth audiences of 

the manga series. It may be possible that this has in some way impacted the popular self-

perception of the nation; however, more research on this topic would be necessary to support any 

specific claim. But even if these themes have no impact beyond the collective imagination, that 

they remain potent several generations removed is of interest.  

The distrust of those in power, particularly the wealthy and the well-connected 

bureaucrats, is one that is particularly resonant with regards to the rhetoric of the 1930’s Japan. 

The seeds for this discontent were likely sown as early as the Meiji Period, when the Tokugawa 
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government was overturned and the structure of society itself experienced massive, top-down 

upheaval led by a small group of well-educated and well-connected youth from the merchant and 

lower-ranking samurai castes. The promise of widespread franchise and popular political power 

were repeatedly dashed throughout the Meiji Period as well as the following Taisho Period.744 As 

will be discussed in earlier chapters, for the majority of the population, it was the armed forces 

that promised the greatest rewards, rather than commercial or political enterprises. Therefore, it 

was not surprising that the lead characters of these series all originated from humble, largely 

rural backgrounds, and sought out the redemption of their nation through military service while 

the villains of the series were depicted as wealthy and corrupt oligarchs. 

However, the monsters in the series, namely the Titans, the Yoma, and the Homunculi, 

seemed to represent other threats. The Homunculi, like their names that are based on the Seven 

Deadly Sins, harkened to the venal interests that drive civil servants into corruption while Yoma 

were the victimized offshoots of the military power, that dump their now mutilated victims 

unceremoniously on an unsuspecting and ignorant population. Similarly, the Titans were 

depicted as mindless hordes that perpetually encroached upon and destroyed the boundaries of 

the civilized world, while bringing the unseen terrors of the Dark Valley and the Asian-Pacific 

War with them. War crimes, border disputes, religious fanaticism, and ethnic cleansing were not 

the actions of an uninterested human government, but rather were based on an elaborate 

conspiracy of the Homunculi. Even the assassinations of dissidents and political opponents, such 

as Maes Hughes, were the result of their careful calculations (See Figure Twelve). Rather than 

placing the blame on middle-ranking officers, who were the most likely perpetrators of such 
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actions in view of the historic references, the blame was placed squarely on the unseen monsters 

within society.  

Figure Twelve: Lust, in the Shape of his Wife, Murders Hughes745 

 
The hardships within the population, from food shortages that spanned from the 1918 

Rice Riots to the immediate Post-War Period as well as the fall-out from Japan’s failed colonial 

endeavor in China, were also referenced within these series. After the end of the Asia-Pacific 

War, many Japanese colonists in China and other locations were left without help or assistance 

from the government. Over 5 million civilians and state personnel did return to Japan, many 

were counted as missing and abandoned.746 This disregard and complete lack of concern for the 

safety of the Japanese civilian population were also echoed within Attack on Titan, as central 

authorities ignored mass hunger and refugee crises. During the final battles in the Claymore 

narrative, several major cities were destroyed due to the instability of the weapons created by the 

Organization, which failed to take any initiative in evacuating people from the region, resulting 

in the Claymores and members of civil defense assuming the role as guardians and logisticians 

for large number of stranded refugees.  

 

Monsters and Blurred Boundaries 
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Horror and the monstrous in Japan have long genealogical connections to the notion that 

boundaries are fluid and incomplete, but that impurity and death result from transgressing over 

these blurred lines.747 In the 19th century, the Japanese government banned chimera-like 

monsters and tales of horror from popular publishing due to the  belief that they could also cause 

unrest through mass hysteria and their tendency to inspire immorality.748 Images of monsters that 

were chimerical in nature were the specific target of the ban, as it was believed that publication 

of works involving these creatures would blur boundaries between reality and fiction, which 

would further inspire viewers to break down other forms of arbitrary distinction.749 The concern 

over boundaries is a reoccurring issue in the creation of monsters, where sublimated social 

concerns often take a physical form that defines the implicit societal bonds that typically attempt 

to confine it. Many scholars have noted that monsters in the Japanese cultural context are 

frequently coded female, with a generally violent and destructive temperament that existed in 

transitional geographic locations.750 Baba observed that, while mountains were the haunts of oni, 

the beings were often seen as truly living beyond the mundane world.751 

However, it must be noted that it is difficult to properly classify monsters in Japanese 

culture. Even during the boom in yōkai encyclopedias in the Edo Period, many monsters were 

placed in a variety of categories based on an idiosyncratic methodology that was highly 

dependent on the individual author. As one traces the lineage of monster further back into 

history, the tenth century work, Kokinshu, for example, uses the term Onigami to refer to any 
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supernatural being. This could include creatures later considered to be firmly malicious or 

beneficent, showing that there may not have been a clear distinction between supernatural beings 

in early Japan. Li noted that the types of creatures mentioned in texts from this period, who were 

then generally classified as onigami, also included beings later described as gods (jingi), ghosts 

(reikon), and kirin.752 The cause for these transformations from human to monster (often 

identified by the suffix ryo in the name) is often due to extreme emotional instability and internal 

chaos.753 This is often coded female. Terrence Barrow stated that some of these categorizations 

derived from Chinese literature, which has a strong tradition of strange, short fiction.754  

As literacy became increasingly common in Japan and publishers developed sophisticated 

distribution systems of woodblock printed work, it became increasingly common to specify 

monsters that often served a particular purpose. Human-originated monsters, such as vengeful 

ghosts and spirits of women dead at childbirth (Onryo and Ubume, respectably) performed a 

particular social function tied closely to gender, as many vengeful spirits were initially 

mistreated wives or the ghosts of women who died in childbirth who had returned to check on 

their orphaned children. Women who gorged themselves while leaving their stepchildren 

malnourished were thought to have metamorphosed into a creature with a beautiful face and a 

ravenous and vulgar mouth hidden above the nape of their neck. They tricked wealthy men into 

marriage only to eat them into poverty later on.  

Another common monster theme that is also found in the series is that of the kidnapped 

youth. Komatsu noted that virtually every community in Japan contained legends of the 

kamikakushi ( ) myth, where individuals, often young, vanish into the wilderness. There 
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are several variations of these myths; in some, the missing person is returned and in others they 

never reappear, and various itinerations between.755 Komatsu hypothesized that these legends 

were, like some of the aforementioned oni myths, responses to collective trauma. These missing 

individuals were likely victims of misadventure, but through the additional layer of fantasy, the 

community was able to attain closure after otherwise horrific and troubling events.756 Many of 

these legends also posited that these missing persons were sent to a paradise, where they 

obtained miraculous abilities.757 In these series, characters are whisked away only to return with 

miraculous talents. In Fullmetal Alchemist, the Elric brothers are taken into another dimension 

after a failed transmutation and are given knowledge that strengthens their alchemistical abilities 

while weakening their bodies. In Claymore, the Claymores are taken as children to a secret 

location, merged with Yoma, and trained. This gives them the ability to fight beings that are 

otherwise invincible. Erin, the lead character in Attack on Titan, is able to transform into a Titan 

after his father kidnaps him for several days and takes him to a distant location where the boy is 

injected with a mutagen. Unhappily, it is revealed that this process dramatically shortens his life. 

The allure of this type of kidnapping may be the result of a childish desire for adventure and a 

wish to be special.758 

However, other monsters conjured over the following centuries had little claim to have 

been originally human and often possessed grotesque bodies that were disguised as either a 

young woman or an elderly man. Typically, those with male forms were often less hazardous 

than those having feminine origins with specific targets to haunt or terrorize with a generally 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
755 Komatsu 2002, KINDLE LOCATION 109-113. 
756 Komatsu 2002, KINDLE LOCATION 149-157. 
757 Komatsu 2002, KINDLE LOCATION 161-166. 
758 Komatsu 2002, KINDLE LOCATION 168-171. 



! 248!

destructive nature. Often, when male monsters did appear in Japanese monster fiction, they were 

either non-human and monstrous in nature or humanoid and redeemable in nature with minimum 

capability of rational conversation.759 In contemporary monster fiction, this trend has persisted. 

In Claymore, the Abyssal Feeders who hunted Awakened Beings and the demi-Awakened 

Claymore sisters, Alicia and Beth, who were used as the ultimate weapons by the Organization, 

were all mute females. The Yoma, on the other hand, were masculine in nature with the ability of 

rational speech and devising elaborate schemes. Similarly, the Homunculi were also largely 

male, with only one female Homunculus involved in espionage or entrapment.  

However, in most modern manga series, these traditional categories of monsters and 

ghosts have been eschewed for development of novel or foreign creatures. The popular series, 

Tokyo Ghoul, uses a neologism Gūru ( ) to describe the man-eaters that stalk contemporary 

Tokyo, deriving terror from their ability to resemble humans, allowing for free and unrestricted 

movement in an urban environment.760 Highschool of the Dead had the ubiquitous American 

zombie termed as yatsu ( )761, which was the default monster within that series, while Attack 

on Titan and Fullmetal Alchemist were also part of this trend, with the monsters being called 

Kyojin ( )762 or Homunculi. Like their many transformations, the typology of monsters 

within the Japanese literature, tradition, and popular imagination is fluid and ever evolving in 

nature.  

It is interesting to note that a very small proportion of monsters within the shōnen/seinen 

works relies on traditional monster types. Perhaps this is due to the lingering influence of manga-
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ka Mizuki Shigeru, whose popular series Gegege no Kitarō introduced multiple generations of 

young manga readers to yōkai. Within this paper, Claymore is the most obvious example in this 

respect, with Yoma ( ), as the most pervasive types of monsters in this series with a name 

derived from a rarely-used synonym for obake ( ). Similar to Gūru, Zombies, Titans, and 

Homunculi, these creatures actively hunt and devour humans. However, many of the manga 

series that focus on traditional monsters closely follow the tone set by Mizuki Shigeru in his 

long-running “Ge Ge Ge no Kitaro” franchise. These traditional monsters are capable of and 

often willing to live and work very closely with their human counterparts, as well as defending 

them against supernatural and mundane threats. Inuyasha, the creation of famous manga-ka, 

Takahashi Rumiko, practically crawls with assorted yōkai who are either disinterested in or 

kindly disposed to humanity. Similarly, the multimedia series, Yōkai Watch, also has friendly 

monsters that aid humans against their malicious brethren.  

Typically, within series that rely on monsters, the most dangerous monsters closely 

resembled the human beings. Former humans, ranging from zombies to Titans, were frequently 

cannibalistic and served nefarious higher powers that threatened the very survival of humanity. 

They only became threats when working in tandem with complicit humans with malicious 

intents while, in comparison, most monsters were portrayed being as kind and compassionate. 

Therefore, within series containing monsters, the true antagonists were human beings with 

malice and self-interests that threatened the existence and survival of lead characters.  

 

Instability, Emotionality, and Monsters 

Perhaps the most well-known and oldest defined group of monsters in Japan are the 

omnipresent oni; with a general physical appearance of having fanged teeth and unusual 
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coloration, which included a wide range of different creatures and monsters. However, they do 

not pose a threat to the social order and although, they may have destructive or comically inept 

predisposition in an immediate sense, their actions have no long-term repercussions.763 

Generally, the Japanese literature on monsters demonstrates a level of acceptance for a type of 

physical monstrosity that itself was not necessarily perceived as threatening in nature. This can 

be seen later with the numerous yōkai encyclopedias created during the Edo Period, where many 

of the monsters were shown to ironically imitate human nature.764 However, monsters with 

human origins or close resemblance to humans were particularly deemed threatening and 

potentially harmful in nature.  

Oni are also often physically unstable, possessing a number of minute differing physical 

traits that are easily recognizable765 and amoral in nature, which highlights their significance in 

terms of a social nuance that can be altered according to the needs of the narrative.766 They can 

follow the model of the ‘mimetic monster’, a type of ritualized being that can be used to 

symbolically purge social tensions and anxieties through its destruction.767 Sometimes this trend 

is embodied through community rituals, where projected fears are projected onto a physical 

symbol and ritually confronted and destroyed.768 Oni, who were originally portrayed as dominant 

beings that typically defeated their human opponents, eventually became easily trumped by 

particularly clever or strong humans.769 
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In addition to the fluidity of their form, Oni also developed a mutable personality over the 

course of history, starting historically as a dangerous, godlike creatures, but contemporary 

references to Oni highlight a comical or charming entity with an incapacity towards physical 

harm, despite retaining an ability to perpetrate chaos and upheaval in the society.770 They are 

represented as ambivalent figures with a satirical approach and tendency towards indirect 

mockery of social values and other aspects of the society.771 The Noh playwright Zeami even 

claimed that oni are supernatural figures that have human hearts and that represent a human 

emotional state. This interpretation served as an inspiration for many later writers, and has 

survived and is used for the contemporary depictions of monsters in Japanese cultural 

literature.772  

The ability to shape-shift or transform remains an essential part of monster lore in 

Japanese popular media. In the three series examined in this work, all monsters have the 

capability of transformation from a standard human form to one that is monstrous. These 

creatures are highly volatile and emotional in nature, but lack any cultural affiliations or loyalty 

to any particular faction of individuals. Claymore are particularly vulnerable to transformation 

when confronting trauma or strong emotion (See Figures Thirteen and Fourteen below). The 

Yoma are perpetually ravenous and inherently spiteful in nature, most often toying with their 

victims before devouring them. The character Raki even encountered a Yoma who disguised 

itself as a Claymore. While the transformation from Claymore into a non-human Awakened 

Being was brought on by extreme physical or emotional distress, it was often the result of 

experiments within the Organization, which ultimately led to their execution before full 
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transformation could take place. Suicidal tendencies were common in the Organization, 

specifically within the Claymores, who had specified locations for regular meetings. Both 

Priscilla and Ophelia transformed into the Awakened state after a defeat that triggered a post-

traumatic stress episode, while many others were able to partially Awaken by remaining tethered 

to their humanity through their close emotional bond with other Claymores. 

Figure Thirteen – Claire’s Least Transformed Awakened Being State773 

 
Figure Fourteen – The Awakened Form of the Other Claymores Riful and Priscilla774 

 
Similarly, within Attack of Titans, Ymir was shown to have been undergoing severe 

emotional distress before the transformation into a Titan followed by an attempt to kill and 

devour members of Survey Corps. This apparent emotional instability allowed the characters to 
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transform between their human and monster states, especially when confronted by possible 

separation with Historia. Similarly, Erin’s devolution into a Titan was the result of frustration 

and a feeling of impotency following his internal confrontation with his mortality during the 

Battle with the Trost District (See Figure Fifteen). Additionally, the Titans themselves are only 

threats to sentient beings, including self-aware Titans. 

Figure Fifteen – Eren’s Emotional Collapse in the Belly of a Titan775 

 
 

The Homunculi are representations of human fallibility, each representing a single aspect 

of the Seven Deadly Sins and controlled by a parody of the Christian God-as-Father. However, 

despite their completely inhuman nature, they too were depicted as susceptible to extreme 

emotional instability. Fuhrer King Bradley, who represented Wrath, was depicted with an ability 

to love and was devoted towards his spouse, spending his last moments alive speaking of her, 

despite her complicity in the coup against him. However, his motivation lay in his anger that 

allowed him to sacrifice his wife. Lust seemed to be primarily motivated by spite, at the cost of 

her own self-preservation. She was accompanied by the simple-minded Gluttony, whose body 

contained an endless void. The actions of Father, first of the Homunculi, were guided by his 

hatred of a species that conjured him out of nothing and then proceeded to entrap him in a small 

beaker. His plan sought to encapsulate humanity within strict confines while ensuring freedom 
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for himself. Greed, an unstable Homunculus, was destroyed as he sought to betray the rest of his 

kind in order to obtain more power for himself. His essence later merged with the Xingese 

character Ling, and he repeatedly attempted to consume the prince’s body. He eventually died to 

preserve the human relationships that he coveted. 

 

The Mutability of Humanity 

Monsters are posited as being inherently disturbing in nature, as they violate the socially 

accepted boundaries of human society.776 This can also be tied to the Freudian concept of the 

Uncanny and the Jungian notion of Collective Unconscious. Sometime the tension between the 

uncanny and the canny can create a humanizing aspect to narratives, as noted by the cinema 

critic Smith in his discussion of the film Freaks.777 However, this phenomenon can also be seen 

in eighteenth century works created by Ueda Akinari, who attempted to humanize female ghosts 

in adaptions of Chinese guanzi tales that demonized similar characters. Humanization of 

monsters and the unusual became increasingly common within the Japanese literature, especially 

after the Asia Pacific War,778 which will be discussed in greater length in the discussion of the 

erotic-grotesque. Monsters occupy what Turner called “Nodes of Affliction,” a ritualized 

position that represented cultural fears and tensions, thus allowing such situations to be safely 

mediated.779  
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The monstrous elements demonstrate the fragility of the human form, particularly 

concerning fearful mutilation or the devolution of the human into the animal.780 Altered bodies 

not only harken to potential pain and the ultimate randomness of fate, but also the inevitable 

nature of human existence. The concept of a solid and safe embodiment is questioned not only 

by the deviance of the monster’s bodies but also in their actions towards mutilation of their 

victims.781 This also implied that the grotesque and the monstrous, while sharing essential traits 

with human beings, were culturally and temporally bound, as they tended to deviate from the 

mundane and ordinary expectations.782 The monstrous elements depicted in Japanese culture 

changed over time, while maintained features of gender tension and the liminality. They 

typically existed on the boundaries or distant frontiers of the safe, inhabited world of the human 

beings. In this manner, some of the early mythological traditions often placed the supernatural or 

the strange just beyond the borders of their civilizations.783 Meanwhile, in Japanese folklore, 

monsters often resided in secluded liminal places, such as on roads or the outskirts of villages, 

and bridges.  

Monsters not only play a key position in mythology and folklore, but also continue to 

play an indispensable role in Japanese society and popular narratives. Contemporary fantasy 

authors are perhaps one of the more obvious groups to use such creatures,784 but even more 

mundane examples exist on media, which is widely viewed by the local population. News media 

often relies on the characterization of asocial behavior as monstrous and having a tendency 
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towards inducing widespread moral panic in society. This is not a purely modern phenomenon in 

Japan, as heinous or disturbing crimes and deviant behaviors such as love suicides were often 

sources of inspiration for ghostly tales or infamous monsters.  

 

Poison Women and Confessionals 

In setsuwa tales, which are didactic short stories intended to demonstrate tenets of 

Buddhism, often as a form of entertainment, female characters are frequently depicted as 

cyphers, which are characters with no specific purpose or role in the story other than luring men 

into sinful or dangerous activities. Opposed to the spiritual beings, these women are portrayed as 

having a purely physical and mutable nature with a complete lack of control, essentially serving 

as conduits of evil and transgression.785 However, the setsuwa were not necessarily written for a 

female audience; rather, these women were used to highlight the apparent vulnerability of 

men.786 Li argued that the men in these tales demonstrated something that can be understood as a 

reverse process of birth by being consumed by a monstrous form of a mother-like figure.787 This 

gender dynamic eventually plays an increasingly important role as time passes, with women 

moving from the victim to the victim/victimizer as they transform into an all-consuming 

monstrous creatures bent on the destruction of male characters within the respective plays and 

literature. 

As discussed in depth above,  an increasing number of monsters have been depicted as 

feminine in nature. Historically, female members of the upper classes, who were most likely to 

have either recorded or created written texts, had relative freedom in both sexual expression and 
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the possession of property. Evidence has also shown that women in the general population 

continued to own property and run small commercial or agricultural enterprises well after their 

more wealthy cohorts lost their rights to their own resources.788 Therefore, in this early period of 

Japanese literature, monsters could be either masculine or feminine in nature. However, as 

women lost social position, they were increasingly portrayed in a spectral and disturbing manner 

within Japanese fictional works. By the late Edo period, the overall depiction of monsters was 

greatly diversified, along with an increase in the number of women being portrayed as vengeful 

monsters. This trend has continued into the most recent century, as the characters of Dokufu and 

Onryo gained preeminence in contemporary Japanese literature.  

In the context of early modern Japanese literature, when the notions of horror and 

grotesque were moving away from a reliance on monsters, the character of Dokufu ( ) 

emerged, which literally translates to ‘poison woman’, an archetype reserved for women who are 

considered to act as social poison due to their transgressive and antisocial nature. These women 

were popular figures in media at the time, and their depravity was often couched in biological 

terms and they were often accused of having abnormal reproductive systems.789 This added a 

grotesque and monstrous element to women who were often depicted as criminal in nature; this 

element further relied on the inter-relationship between physical decadence in the body and the 

psychological abnormalities in their actions. Additionally, the form itself relied heavily on the 

previously popular genre of zenge, or confessional tales that often had lurid or boastful 

overtones.790 However, it is interesting to note that this genre is not related to the previously 

popular monster and horror fiction in Japan. 
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In Claymore, the guilt and trauma of the Claymores are revealed slowly in a series of 

confessionals between allied Claymores. The Organization, which created them, initially drove 

the fighters apart by creating a situation in which Claymores had to constantly compete against 

each other for survival. This, coupled with the general hatred by the general population, 

translated into a completely isolated existence of Claymores. However, within the partially 

‘Awakened State’, they are able to forgo their humanity completely and bond together to develop 

a united front against common enemies. Notably, they are also ‘awakened’ to their exploited 

status within the Organization after this transformation. Within this state, they are finally able to 

form relationships and mutual trust is strengthened with each personal confession of guilt or 

trauma made to the group. After they develop a conspiracy of silence to prevent their executions, 

these transgressive and dangerous women are able to grasp their own power and threaten the 

traditionally male hegemony.  

In Fullmetal Alchemist, the turning point for the leader of the young officers’ revolt can 

be collectively attributed to his war crimes, the murder of his close friend by Homunculi, and his 

traumatic alchemist training experiences, which ultimately led to the coup. It is interesting to 

note that these reasons were explained to the lead characters by his (female) lieutenant, Riza 

Hawkeye. Attack on Titan initially appears to avoid this need for female confessional exposition, 

as it relies heavily on the use of internal monologue and flashbacks. However, it is primarily 

through the memories of female characters such as Mikasa, Historia, Annie, and Ymir that the 

pertinent historical events and motivations are highlighted to the audience. Confession in these 

manga series is not a male undertaking, unlike medieval Buddhist texts from which zenge 

originated, but rather a narrative style primarily reserved for the female characters. 
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Transgressive women, such as dokufu and onryo, are the backbone of these series and a 

common element within the genre as a whole. The first shown leader of the Homunculi in 

Fullmetal Alchemist is Lust; a sexually charged female figure who instigates bloodshed over 

minority populations in bordering towns. She appeared again to assassinate Mustang’s close 

friend, who had uncovered state-level obfuscation concerning the existence of non-human, 

alchemical creatures. She remained the most visible and active of the Homunculi throughout the 

first half of the series, up until the point of her death. Even her annihilation was unusual, as it 

was Mustang’s first brutal act of violence known to the reader, which was the result of 

Homunculi spreading state of unrest in the population Within Fullmetal Alchemist, Lust is the 

closest analogue to the traditional Dokufu image in the examined texts, although, the genre is 

populated with many characters that align closely with this type of character. 

The women in Claymore are invariably transgressive, due to their inhuman and violent 

tendencies. Like Lust, they retain a sexualized aspect, even though they are incapable of any 

physical consummation. However, there are two Awakened Beings, Priscilla and Riful of the 

West, who closely match the idea of the transgressive women discussed in the previous passages. 

Both are romantically involved with male figures that they dominate both physically and 

mentally, while actively striving for power and control. However, this series places its 

transgressive women as upended shojo.791 The majority of the Claymores seem to be in their late 

teens to mid-twenties, but these two characters and other female ‘Awakened Beings’ appear as 

much younger girls. Priscilla, who served as the initial antagonist of the series, appeared as a 

helpless young girl to lure in potential victims and male caretakers to serve as analogues to her 
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deceased elder brother. Similarly, Riful of the West also appeared as a young girl, with the 

primary motivation to unsettle her opponents (See Figure 16).  

Figure Sixteen: Riful in her Human Form792 

 
Within Attack on Titan, the first traceable incident of espionage and sabotage, undertaken 

by a mysterious group that appears to reside outside of the walls that theoretically hold the last 

vestiges of humanity, is eventually tied to a member of the Survey Corps named Annie, who is a 

renowned and remarkable fighter. She is the only member of the training corps to seek a position 

in the interior, seemingly for self-interested reasons. She appears as the first clearly female Titan 

in the series and wantonly kills members of the Survey Corps. Her particular style of hand-to-

hand combat is recognized by members of her training class, despite her having assumed the 

form of the Titan. Her lack of foresight and self-awareness is then compounded as she 

voluntarily walks into a trap, believing that she can elude capture. Her ability to retain control of 

her Titan form is used as proof that Titans and humans share the same origin and that humans 

can be readily transformed into Titans through artificial means. Her capture results in the 

remaining members of the spy network revealing themselves in an attempt to mitigate the 

damage caused by her oversight. Her greed and brutality bear the marks of the criminal dokufu. 
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 However, female characters do not always perform confession, even though this 

phenomenon is typically associated with the female gender within contemporary manga. While 

Claymore and Fullmetal Alchemist relied primarily on female characters providing the 

expository confessions needed to progress the narrative, ethically dubious male characters also 

confessed in the series when they committed transgressive acts, and typically “female” acts such 

as deception. Annie’s co-conspirators were unable to resist confessing their complicity in her 

scheme when Erin discussed her capture with them. Ironically, their Titan forms were hyper-

masculine, particularly when compared to Erin’s lanky form. However, they proved incompetent 

in combat and capable only of performing sneak attacks. They were also unable to work 

together, unlike the members of the Survey Corps, and eventually caused the failure of their 

mission.  

In Fullmetal Alchemist, the lead character’s father Van Hohenheim, ultimately admits his 

partial culpability in the creation of the Father Homunculus. However, he was also incapable of 

fulfilling a masculine role, abandoning his children before the start of the narrative and 

abrogating his position as their father (See Figure Seventeen). When he returns to the story, he 

has taken on a more feminine, motherly role. He seeks roles in society that are nurturing and 

submissive, assuming the position of a caretaker for children. He initially acts as a caretaker for 

the pre-body form of the Father Homunculus as a slave. He also carried within him the souls of 

half the extinct civilization Cselkcess, which can be interpreted as a type of pseudo-pregnancy. 

Additionally, he, as well as the male confessors in Attack on Titan, are generally inhuman in 

nature.  

Figure Seventeen: Hohenheim Considering the Only Photo of Hohenheim and his Intact 
Family793 
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Masculinity in these series belong to characters who seek or maintain power and agency; 

those like the Elric brother, Ling, Erin, or Armin, who have lost control of their psychical 

boundaries, seek to re-establish them. They reject the concept of a fluid or mutable body. Other 

male protagonists jealously guard their own humanity, both symbolic and real. These characters 

are active. Male characters who embrace transformation are coded female, are largely 

antagonists, and are reactive. Homunculi such as Furher King Bradley and Van Hohenheim 

abandon their roles as heads of household and are devious. Willing male Titan shifters, the spies 

Reiner and Bertolt, lack the capability of their female counterpart Annie and are weak-willed and 

indecisive. While being female in these series does not necessitate negative connotations, male 

characters who behave in ways coded female – the lack of set physical integrity, indecisive, 

nurturing, passive, or treacherous ― are portrayed negatively. 

Monstrous Women and the Dark Valley 

The occurrences of the late 19 and early 20th century had lasting effects on modern visual 

culture. Aspects of the Dark Valley are often replicated in fiction; however, even earlier 

shenanigans can be found in monster imagery. The increased incidences of sex trafficking during 

the late 19th century led to the general fear and belief in society that women could become the 

source of social unraveling. In monster literature and horror, women served as the foundation of 
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monstrosity, creating acts of terror in reaction to the horrors inflicted upon them. From the 1880s 

onward, the commodification became a part of Japan’s international image, as women were 

trafficked abroad to pleasure quarters across parts of Asia that were eventually violently 

colonized by the Japanese. The remittances from these women helped finance development in 

rural regions, even though the women themselves were perpetually shunned by society.794 This is 

an often-overlooked period of Japanese history, with one of the few notable histories on the 

subject being the biography of one of these trafficked women in the 1972 book Sandakan No. 8. 

Consequently, commodification and dehumanization of women became the vanguard of later 

cruelties, such as the Comfort Women who were sexually exploited and student ‘nurses’ on 

Okinawa.  

The trafficking of women and their sexual exploitation is one of the central underlying 

themes of the three series being highlighted in this paper, a motif that is never far from the 

surface. Claymore’s sexual violence is explicit; young girls, often deliberately orphaned by the 

Organization or neglected by their impoverished families, are essentially kidnapped to serve as 

the titular Claymores. Initially, the Claymore corps consisted solely of male warriors, in keeping 

with the perceived gender roles evident within the narrative itself, along with male-dominated 

historiography and misogyny. In a subversion of the typically assigned gender traits, male 

Claymores were too emotionally fragile and unstable. Regularly transforming into Awakened 

Beings, they posed a serious threat to the survival of the Organization and its long-running 

experiment; thus, women were recruited, as social conditioning made them more tractable and 

they possessed greater emotional resilience.  
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This perception that women have an innate capability for emotional control, and that 

when it is lost, they become unstable and threatening to the existing social order, is an old 

concept regularly mentioned in literature. As discussed in the prior chapter, female-coded 

characters undergo the process of transformation into supernatural creatures under conditions of 

extreme emotional duress, such as the vengeful and living Onryo ( ) or the bereft Ubume (

). Yanagita noted that ghostly or monstrous women were a vital part of the Japanese folklore 

tradition, which had these women trawling for potential male victims.795 These monsters have 

dangerously irrational and destructive tendencies. Even the seemingly harmless Ubume, a dead 

mother who simply wishes to be reunited with her infant child, removed what was then male 

property, heirs, from the paternal home. In the popular Takahashi Rumiko shōnen manga series, 

Inuyasha, an Ubume appears in the early chapters, posing a mortal threat to the lead characters 

due to her desire to engulf similarly despondent orphans. Similarly, the emotional instability of 

Claymores, due to their history of physical and emotional trauma, has been portrayed in the form 

of their increased tendencies to succumb to their animalistic nature, termed Yoma.  

Ueno noted in her work Onnagirai that the contempt of women is engrained in the 

Japanese language and can thereby be made invisible.796 As observed by Yanagita and seen in 

the numerous and named forms of ghostly women, Japanese myth has a predilection to create 

monsters based on events surrounding women. The Onryo is typified by the ghost Oiwa of the 

Yotsuya Kaidan ( ), a dutiful housewife murdered by her husband who wrecks havoc on 

both him and his innocent new wife and in-laws. While Oiwa herself is likely either a 

conglomeration of several historical figures, or even entirely fictional, her story still remains 
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popular in the public imagination. Individuals can still visit a house/shrine that is maintained 

over the purported location of her home in Tokyo.797 Ubume are the embodiment of the 

Unheimlich and defined by their gender – the monstrousness of the body is not only due to their 

ghostly visage but also their postpartum bodies.  

Ueno argues that male authors work within an intellectual framework similar to the 

Orientalism as described by Said, with female characters stereotyped as untrustworthy and 

selfish in contrast to active and layered male characters. Using Shimao Toshio’s work, The Sting 

of Death ( ), as an example, she notes that female characters are cyphers that serve as the 

locus for male characters’ hopes, fears, or interiorized selves.798 Through the subjugation of 

women, male characters are allowed to transition into independence.799 This is notable in each of 

the manga series selected. Seemingly empowered women exist to empower their male 

counterparts. Hawkeye serves as the primary supporter of Mustang, Mikasa is the silent enforcer 

for the volatile Eren, and Raki becomes an independent adult through the care of Claire and 

Priscilla. Ueno claimed that modernity has elaborated on traditional forms of misogyny that 

defined women by their reproductive abilities; women were further subdivided by race, class, as 

perceived purity.800 Male soldiers, who treated Japanese nurses with respect while freely visiting 

indentured or enslaved prostitutes or raping local women without penalty, manifested this 

division of women by class during the war.801 These problematic characterizations of female 

characters did not end with the war; contemporary female characters in fiction maintain these 
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categorizations of women as objects of desire, reflections of aspects of male characters, or as 

representations of concepts or personages external to themselves. 

The depiction of emotionally staid and remote women is a trope that is shared by all of 

the three series being discussed in this paper. In Attack on Titan, both Mikasa and Annie are 

characterized by their severe emotional restraint. Even when their lives were threatened, they 

remained placid, while their male compatriots railed against their opponents. The close 

emotionally intertwined, and coded lesbian, relationship of Ymir and Historia is notable for its 

near invisibility and the number of secrets that the pair keeps hidden from the main cast and the 

readers. In Fullmetal Alchemist, Lieutenant Hawkeye has been depicted as remarkably cool-

headed in a series punctuated by volatile and emotionally expressive men. In this manner, 

monster-focused manga relies on the theme of the kūdere, or the emotionally remote female 

archetype. 

The harvesting of young girls mirrors the recruitment and subjugation of sex workers in 

Japan. Taken from their homes, young girls were forced into contractual servitude and forced to 

work off their debt through physical performance. Ultimately, they became members of an 

outcast group kawaramono ( ), who held a social rank only slightly more acceptable than 

hinin ( ).802 The Yoshiwara administrators, and even guidebooks, ranked the women 

according to this rubric.803 The Claymores inhabited a similar role within the series, as they were 

removed from their families and deliberately orphaned by the Organization, thereby releasing 

their inner monsters or Yoma on communities that were unable to pay protection dues. Therefore, 

parallels can be drawn between the Claymores and the sex workers in Japan, both in their own 
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ways victims of physical and emotional abuse, while being forced to work and existing as 

conduits of evil within their respective societies. Similar to women in the sex industry in Japan, 

the Claymores were also ranked according to a rubric while operating under a pseudonym as 

members of an untouchable caste. They were reviled by the general population and banned from 

entering the sacred sites. They were only tolerated as they performed a necessary, purgative 

function in society and were just slightly more tolerable than Yoma.  

Claymores also operated on the assumption that sexual violence against them was a 

probability. The character Teresa is threatened early on in the series with sexual assault. 

However, she is able to repel the attack by willingly removing her armor and revealing that she is 

split from vulva to sternum in an ever open, suppurating wound. Although this injury is initially 

only shown off-screen, the wound that all Claymore bear is referenced obliquely throughout the 

rest of the series. It is only revealed when Claire’s fellow Claymores show her unconscious body 

to Raki, asking if he would still be willing to pursue a relationship, presumably physical, with a 

women who carries such a permanent injury. 

 
Sex trafficking has also been discussed explicitly within Attack on Titan. Within the 

series, the character Mikasa is orphaned at a young age, due to the attempted kidnapping of her 

mother for sex trafficking purposes of the Elite class, but the mother tragically died during the 

ensuing struggle. This can be viewed as a tangential reference to the use of conscripted sexual 

labor in the form of “Comfort Women” during the Asian Pacific War, as women from Korea or 

China were more readily exploitable than their Japanese counterparts. This is one possible 

interpretation; however, the author Isayama has not been known for his sympathies towards 

historical interpretations that view Japanese military actions in a negative light, as Mikasa herself 
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is named after a Japanese battleship that saw action during the Russo-Japanese War.804 By 

positing a Japanese character as the sexual victim of an elite cadre of European elites, he re-

orientates the debate on historical sexual violence back onto Japan as a victim of predatory 

overseas nations. 

It is more likely that Attack on Titan draws from a reality in which sexual violence 

against women is a regular occurrence in a world where extreme class differences and violence 

are rife. The capture and torture of Annie by the Survey Corps has been highlighted, with the text 

referring to torture as one of the treatments being received. However, based on the sketched 

environment, it is apparent to the readers and other characters that sexual violence and rape is the 

subtext of that situation. Later, members of the Survey Corps attempt to weaken the resolve of 

the exposed double agent Bertolt by stating that Annie had been captured. In the text, she is 

referred to as being tortured; however, it is apparent to both the characters and the reader that 

sexual violence and rape are the implied form of torture. That this is used only against Bertolt, 

who had a romantic interest in Annie, is particularly telling.  

Of the three series, Fullmetal Alchemist has virtually no references to sexual violence, 

primarily due to the prospective young readership of the series. The series itself followed the 

basic narrative of action/fighting shōnen manga, only deviating onto a darker course when child 

abuse becomes a primary plot point at a later point in the series. Even at that stage, the tone 

remained relatively light and upbeat, with comedic omake chapters being a commonplace feature 

after emotionally heavy storylines. However, this may also be related to the gender of the author. 

On one hand, the manga-ka for both Attack on Titan and Claymore are male and seem 
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comfortable in sexualizing female characters. On the other hand, female manga-ka Hasegawa 

may be less likely to utilize the male-gaze805 in her work.  

Even the character Lust, who by right should have been the most erotized character in the 

series, served a function closer to the proactive and violent dokufu of the past literary canon, 

which is a reference to the contemporary femme fatale character. Lust was initially the 

mastermind behind several schemes, first by instigating violence in a remote border town and 

surveillance of potential threats to the Homunculi. Her exaggerated sexuality lay almost solely 

within her figure, which itself was jarring in a series where most characters had realistic 

proportions. Her companion Homunculi Gluttony and the State Alchemist Armstrong, both male, 

were the only other characters to match Lust in character design. Within the series, there is a 

business that is strongly implied to be a brothel, which is an elaborate cover for a spy ring aimed 

at entrapping the prominent officials who regularly frequented the establishment. In this 

scenario, a parallel can be drawn between the brothel-cum-spy den, ran by a madam (and 

Mustang’s foster mother), Miss Christmas, and the actual usage and exploitation of sex workers 

by Japan for gaining political advantage over their enemies. The morbidly obese and elderly 

Miss Christmas, and her rather overdressed young protégés, are never shown in a sexualized 

fashion within the series (See Figure 18).  

Figure Eighteen: Roy and the Ladies of Madame Christmas’s Establishment and Lust806 
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Mulvey’s work ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ in Media and Cultural Studies (2001). 
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The Rise and Fall of Ero-Guro  

By the 1920s, the literary and pop cultural discussion concerning the exploitation of 

women moved away from the narrative of the Dokufu by transferring monstrous women into the 

realm of the Ero-guro.807 A book dedicated to the defining of slang and unique verbiage of the 

Dark Valley Period described ero-guro as:   

   Erotic-Grotesque Nonsense” is a feeling that is like the stingy nihilism of young 
men, the looming commotion of military boots, eroticizing the slender legs of 
dancers at the Casino Follies produced in magazines that seek out the bizarre 
and on the comic stage 	    

 
 Established during the Taisho Period, a time in which Japanese society witnessed a 

massive rise in the popularity and readership of popular literature and media, the genre reveled in 

an ultra-materialistic, reckless capitalism of urban society combined with senseless violence and 

deviant hyper-sexuality.809 Silverberg places the hey-day of this movement during the 1920’s.810 

During the period between the aggressive modernization campaign of the Meiji Period and the 
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! 271!

rise of fascism in the early Showa Period, the consumption of mass media and urban culture 

flourished. Similarly, Edo culture had its own form of literature centered on mass culture and 

urban lifestyle, ukiyo-e, which indicates that literature has long served as an outlet for social 

tensions. Many monster images were created to titillate the often-desensitized audience. In a 

similar manner, the Taisho Democracy period utilized cynicism about the societal advances and 

the seeming disintegration of social bonds to create new forms of monstrosity. 

Both the Edo and the Taisho Periods did have official censorship, but the Taisho Period 

enjoyed increasingly liberal censor policies in comparison to the earlier Edo and later Showa 

Periods. These liberal censorship policies allowed for the use of eroticism that, historically, was 

rarely witnessed in the earlier monstrous literature, with sexuality, mutilation, and death 

becoming intertwined in ways that continued into the contemporary period. Part of this was due 

to the ties between rural economic depression and human trafficking. During the late Edo period, 

economic conditions in the countryside had improved, although several famines had caused 

massive peasant uprisings. The connection between economic woes and social disorder would 

continue in the century following the collapse of the Edo Period. When considering the overall 

censorship situation over the years in Japan, during the Tokugawa Period, the state had increased 

control and interference of the literature, while the Taisho Period saw massive liberal policies 

that allowed the induction of overt erotic elements within the manga and monster-related 

literature.811 Censorship and artistic license moves in waves, with the late Tokugawa period 

being one of the many zeniths for state-mandated interference with popular art. In contrast, the 

Taisho was one of the nadirs. When censorship increased after the start of the Second Sino-

Japanese War, the genre of ero-guro declined as censors blocked the works from publication. 
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Under the 1938 National Mobilization Act, the state assumed almost complete control over 

publishing and media. Even manga was nationalized under the nominally civilian organization, 

Shinnipponmangakakyōkai ( ).812 However, beginning in the 1960’s, the genre 

experienced a revival when writers who had grown up reading Edogawa Ranpo paralleled their 

experiences in the postwar boom and chaotic student movements with the zeitgeist of his 

works.813 

However, Meiji Period reforms caused many rural farmers to become tenants of lands 

that they had farmed for generations, accruing huge debts to a land-owning class, Zaibatsu, a 

massive conglomeration that created monopolies and generally taking advantage of small 

industries and businesses. In such a scenario, consumerism slowly replaced the age-old traditions 

and values of the Japanese society and the genre of Ero-guro tried to portray the challenges and 

tensions of the masses with twisted depictions of deformed bodies, sex roles and eroticism, 

where society was viewed as a façade for a variety of cruelties and harsh realities in life. Ero-

guro can also be viewed as a rebellion against the concept that art exists at a high level of 

idealism, beyond the reaches of consumerism, consumption and other decadent realities given 

birth by the changing and degrading moral fabric of the Japanese society.814  

 

Ero-Guro: Criticism and Transgression 

Some believed that this movement employed mass media as a form of expression that 

may be considered more powerful than the art itself, while demonstrating the impossibility of 
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existing outside of the media market.815 Like the grotesque itself, this genre relied on 

extravagance and excess, in view of the physical appearance and appetites of monsters as well as 

the ugly realities hidden under the veneer of social decorum.816 Some likened this movement to 

the cabaret that flourished during the Weimar Republic in Germany, as it too signaled the last 

burst of liberalism before fascism took hold over political and economic power of the country. 

Meanwhile, the supporters of this movement argued that it was a representation of the most 

advanced form of capitalist society as often, these individuals were members of the socialist or 

communist movements.817 The genre could even be considered a bridge between art in its 

commonly defined form and contemporary capitalism, as stimulation and internalized desires 

were transformed into commodities that could be sold on the open market. In order to attract   

attention in this saturated market, sexuality and violence had to be used to draw in as many 

potential consumers as possible. On one end, it was considered to be a devolution of art into a 

form of commodity, while on the other, it was seen as a desecration of ideals.818  

Ero-Guro had its fair share of opponents and proponents. One of its leading critics, 

Akagami Yoshitsuge, claimed that Ero-guro developed from the intersection between the 

degradation that capitalism had inflicted on Japanese society and individuals as well as its 

benefits in creating a more comfortable and hospitable society. He further noted capitalism-led 

changes had been particularly devastating for the lower end of the social strata, who had little 

control over the larger economic forces that threatened them with death and starvation, 

ultimately forcing them to devolve to their primal urges and instincts. Consequently, Ero-guro, 
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according to Yoshitsuge, simply showed the absurdity of life ruled by desires.819 His critique of 

the genre was apt, but many took a more hardline stance on Ero-guro, particularly those who 

took a more ideological approach to the art form.  

Ero-guro, with its focus on abnormal sexual practices and extreme violence, was thought 

of as a criticism of urban lifestyles and the industrial economy, which offended many who 

viewed modernization and economic growth as a positive change.820 It also focused on the 

marginal sections within the society and colonial Japan and, similar to the works such as Heart 

of Darkness and Island of Dr. Monroe, it offered criticism of the horrors of colonialism and its 

perversion of human nature.821 Some claimed that this genre was a vanguard of socialism; while 

members of the Socialist party stated that it was a sign of capitalist degradation of natural human 

desires.822 Consequently, Ero-guro transformed into a dangerous idea that usually symbolized the 

malicious intent of one’s ideological opponents. As was typical within Japanese literature, 

monstrous emerged from the intersection of social taboos and transgressions, such as the 

fictional suicides in the plays of Tokugawa-era author Chikamatsu. 

Ero-guro is not the only form of art that focused on the anxieties and trauma of 

colonialism from the point-of-view of the perpetrators as well as the victims. In Latin America, 

the surreal often became an outlet for such trauma; however, the grotesque has been used on an 

international scale as a means to obliquely reference the exploitative nature of power 

differentials in societies.823 Not only did Japan’s expansion outward included the mass 
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trafficking of women and state encouragement of emigration, but the country existed in a strange 

hinterland of colonialism where it was neither the colonized nor of equal parity in an 

international caste structure defined by race. Japanese citizens were aware that, from a racial 

perspective, they were considered by many around the world as inherently inferior in nature and, 

in turn, used the same rhetoric as justification in their own colonial territories.824 As a result, 

Japanese migrants had to face quotas restricting their movement to other countries and unfair 

judicial treatments resulting from unequal rights dictated within treaties with other countries, as 

discussed in later chapters. Such treatment then laid the foundation for a discourse surrounding 

the notion of kokutai, where the Japanese “race” became the center-point of human evolution 

that justified expansion of a Japanese empire and dehumanizing treatment of war criminals and 

enemies.825 However, notions of racial purity and superiority are a toxic ideology that is difficult 

to maintain, particularly in a colonial context. Ultimately, this mindset developed as a form of 

trauma in the postwar period, as successive generations were forced to confront the collective 

horrifying memory of an internal, domestic historiographical strife and external, longstanding 

tensions with its closest neighbors.  

 

Trans-humanity and Ero-guro 

Ero-guro also introduced the concept of post-Humanism into the Japanese context. The 

grotesque relies on creating confusion with regards to the permanence of the human form, while 

questioning what ultimately makes one human.826 Although monster literature of Edo Period 

depicted humans, animals and even automations in their work as far back as 17th Century, post-
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Humanism was introduced through the Ero-guro works focusing on human mutilation and 

degradation, such as in Edogawa Ranpo’s notorious Koto no Oni.827 Like Mary Shelley’s 

monster, even creatures designed to be perfect could thwart and disgust their creators by 

violating their expectations.828 However, post-human monsters were also used as subject of 

erotic desire and excess sexuality.829 This connects with the tales of the “poison women” 

discussed earlier, in which women’s excessive sexual desires can lead to a life filled with 

transgression and violence. Additionally, it reflects earlier concerns about vengeful women, 

catalyzed by their lover’s infidelity, that turn into vengeful demons, stalking and mutilating 

anyone who crosses their path. The traditions of female ghosts and monsters can be traced back 

to the Chinese folk stories (concepts entailing the weird or quanzi) and Daoism, which highlights 

female monsters who steal their male victims’ vitality.830 This anxiety about gender and sexuality 

often manifested in the form of hyper-masculinity and hyper-femininity in art and society,831 as 

witnessed in the works of Yukio Mishima, in which violence and eroticism are combined with 

highly differentiated gender roles as seen in his work Patriotism and the Sea of Fertility 

tetrarchy. Ero-guro, while officially ending as a movement during the Dark Valley Period, 

continues in both aesthetic and in spirit in media to the present day. 

An example of work from this genre, mentioned briefly above, is the 1922 novel Dogura 

Megura, by Kyūsaku Yumeno, which is a tale of a man who is incarcerated in a mental 

institution while being studied for the causes of homicidal mania as either being genetic and 
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inborn or developed within an individual psyche due to non-biological sources. It is later 

revealed that he was responsible for the deaths of several women and threatens one of his fellow 

residents, who commands him to cease his aggression, as she was a reincarnation of a famous 

Chinese imperial concubine. The story attempted to imply that an individual’s homicidal 

tendencies and desires for female mutilation were based on their Chinese ancestry. Eventually, it 

is revealed that he is dreaming while a fetus within the womb of his mother.832 In this regard, 

Bolton noted that the grotesque aspects of psychology were coded as Western and, in particular, 

of European origins. However, murderous fantasies were explicitly coded as Chinese and foreign 

in nature.833 This work was created during the height of Ero-guro and the Taisho Democracy, 

when the tensions between the Nativist movements and Modernization campaigns were 

especially high.834 This was also close to the last gasp of the mo-ga, the liberated and sexual 

modern girl, before the revival of social conservatism of the Showa Period.  

 

Malicious Science 

In the three series, the notion of science blurring the boundaries of humanity continued to 

be relevant. This is not unsurprising, as several major popular cultural icons of the genre in the 

last thirty years, from Akira to the soon-to-be Americanized Ghost in the Shell, have exhibited 

similar patterns. In Attack on Titan and Fullmetal Alchemist, the Titans and the Homunculi are 

the direct result of human scientific inquiry. Erin’s father, a physician, is able to develop the 

transformational abilities within his own son, while, Zoe Hange, a member of the Survey Corps, 

undertook a methodical research approach using scientific inquiry and observation into the 
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nature and origins of Titans. Despite the potential for misuse, scientific inquiry is viewed 

positively within the series. Meanwhile, the relinquishment of scientific inquiry and gaining 

knowledge by the Central State and their religious functionaries has been viewed as the cause for 

birth of cruelty and inhumane activities within the villainous characters.  

This positive view of science and industry is also evident in Fullmetal Alchemist, as the 

lead cohort of heroes consist almost entirely of State Alchemists, who are state-funded 

researchers working in the military-industrial complex. Like the above-mentioned series, it is the 

state’s misuse of technology and power as well as the hubris of non-specialists that led to danger 

within Fullmetal Alchemist. Similarly, religious fanatics play a major role as well, stymying 

rational inquiry and advancement despite nation-threatening conflicts. However, Claymore 

emphasized another theme with regards to rationality and the scientific method – that of 

experimentation on an unknowing populace.  

This series is set in a world where boundaries are clearly delineated and everything is 

perpetually trapped in a pro-modern era. However, this is not depicted to be true for the 

remainder of the unseen world around them, as in reality, their entire existence is an elaborate 

testing ground for powerful biological weapons. It is the disinterest of scientific efforts and 

research towards promoting well-being and the hubris of outcome-focused researchers that 

caused the miseries highlighted in the narrative. This is also true for Fullmetal Alchemist and 

Attack on Titan. In Fullmetal Alchemist, the State Alchemists willingly joined in the war crimes 

perpetrated in Ishval, as they wished to gain state support for conducting their scientific 

experiments, while Attack on Titan heavily implied that the Titans were man-made experimental 

accidents that had devastating implications for the general population.  
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The three series also focused on the malleability of humanity and the question of 

ethnicity in this regard. The transformation of Nina Tucker and her dog into a Chimera by her 

father, who was desperate not to lose his research grant, was one of the earliest experimental 

demonstrations to the readers that alchemy might also be immoral and physically hazardous. 

Similarly, many characters’ ability to transform into Titans led to questions about their human 

origins, while the transformation of Claymores into Yoma ultimately blurred the lines between 

human and supernatural entities.  

 

 

Ethnicity and the Concept of Purity 

Ethnicity also played a major role in most of the series being discussed. In this regard, in 

Fullmetal Alchemist, there is a thinly veiled reference to China (Xing) and Weimar German 

inspired Amestris, as well as depiction of Ishval as a residence location of ethnic and religious 

minority. The ethnic cleansing of the population is the first of several incidents instigated by the 

Homunculi as part of their larger scheme. Scar, the only major character from this group, is 

shown to be fanatical in his quest to assassinate State Alchemists, while his blood rage stopped 

only when his life was saved by the ethnic group he opposed in the first place. Meanwhile, there 

is also a cultural and ethnic reference to the different types of alchemical practices and their 

origins within Fullmetal Alchemist.  

Additionally, he and the two characters from Xing practice a form of alchemy 

fundamentally different than that produced by the peer-review focused main cast. Neither of 

these forms are entirely indigenous. While Amestris appears to have their Alchemy derived from 

its cultural source (the Father homunculus), Scar and the two alchemists from Xing derive their 
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practice from Hohenheim, the human caretaker of Father’s original form. Alkahestry, the type of 

alchemy practiced in Xing, is a closer analogue to Daoism than the scientific method. In 

addition, it is primarily used for healing and self-defense rather than for offensive warfare like 

the alchemy practiced in Amestris. This means that even the fictional science that seems to be a 

universal truth, akin to chemistry, mathematics, or physics, is tied to ethnicity in the text. The 

European nation practices a rational form of alchemy, derived from an inhuman source that 

focuses on conquest. The characters of Asian descent, on the other hand, practice a more 

compassionate form of the same technology based in the natural world and learned from a 

human. 

 In Claymore, the Organization is depicted as opposing and fighting against another 

ethnic group, which has been referred to as non-human and monstrous in nature; for that reason, 

they developed monsters of their own. In Attack on Titan, ethnicity was revealed as a primary 

factor for the attack against Mikasa and her mother, as they were depicted to have Asian origins, 

as opposed to the German-descent majority population. Derived from Europeans, that population 

is susceptible to brainwashing and radicalism, while Mikasa remains levelheaded. This revealed 

that the State had spent decades exterminating the population of Asian-descent individuals in 

order to have a more tractable, European-descent population. Each series is also set in a proto-

German or European settings. Claymore initially appeared to be set in medieval Central Europe. 

While Attack on Titan had a cast of characters who possessed German names, Fullmetal 

Alchemist closely resembled Weimar Republic, despite its geographical placement between 

Russia/Drachma to the north and China/Xing to the east. This may have been intended as a 

measure to avoid unfortunate implications about ethnicity that too closely paralleled the Greater 

East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and colonial Japan.  
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Pseudo-Shamanism and Gender 

The uncanny and the monstrous also relied on repetition as a means of creating a sense of 

dissociation and discomfort.835 Japanese religious and supernatural concepts were also based on 

the notion of cyclical time. For example, the centuries prior to the rise of the Ero-guro saw a 

dramatic increase in yo-naoshi movements,836 along with the formation of new and atypical 

religious groups and cults.837 It should be noted that many of these movements also transgressed 

traditional boundaries of gender, as many organizations were led by charismatic, female 

founders. Often, these women followed the tradition of shamanism, as women are considered 

closer to the boundary separating natural from supernatural, making them more susceptible to 

transformation into monstrous entities.  

However, in popular culture, these women were often considered eccentric or farcical. In 

literature, the more common trope was that male figures, who typically evolved from religious to 

scientific backgrounds and they were tasked with controlling destructive and monstrous women. 

These stories, by their very nature, were repetitive and relied heavily on similar tropes. Often, the 

readership could readily predict the outcome and the structure of the story simply by identifying 

the genre, such as the “poison women” genre relying on zenge and Edo Period ghost stories 

relying on Chinese guanzi tales. With the rise of Ero-Guro during the 1920s, these genre tropes 

had been dismantled, while still retaining a level of predictability in their repeated use of 

exploitative violence and sexuality. Additionally, there was a focus on psychological or social 

repetition, often more evolved than traditional tales of monstrous and vengeful women. 
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However, it is interesting to note that Ero-Guro was not the only genre that relied on the 

monstrous or the grotesque during that period. Surrealism and Magical Realism also became 

increasingly popular, although they often relied less heavily on highly sexualized or violent 

situations as a means of progressing their narratives. Zamora and Paris hypothesized that the 

reason these genres developed and became prominent onto the Japanese literary scene during the 

early stages of Modernization is that, as the Japanese society became increasingly dominated by 

mediated forms of communication, unreal or strange narratives served as a means of rebellion in 

a society that relied on rationality and conformity.838 This is similar to the concept of organic 

verses proposed by Durkheim in the nineteenth century, which highlighted the disruption of 

historical forms of social organization that resulted in an increased instance of abnormal 

behaviors such as suicide.839  

Cyclical time is a major theme of all three series. The Homunculi survived through the 

development and annihilation of civilizations under their control. They are creatures of 

repetition, undertaking the same type of actions over and over again as they parasitically enter 

flourishing human societies and bring about their downfall. None of the Homunculi are capable 

of character growth. When given the opportunity to change and thereby survive, Envy elected 

instead to die. Claymore is also a world of repeating experiments, each generation simply 

refining the experiments experienced by their predecessors. When a population becomes too 

powerful or prosperous, they are beset by Yoma. Claymore who demonstrate the ability to think 

beyond their training are sent on suicide missions, thereby arresting progress and returning the 

population to a state of naïve ignorance. Attack on Titan is perhaps the most obvious. Trapped 

within repeating walls, the ruling class has reset history on at least one, if not more, occasions in 
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order to maintain their hegemony. History itself is permeable and easily changed with the swipe 

of a pen, just as schoolchildren and their brushes edited textbooks in the immediate postwar 

Japan.840 

 

Cannibalism and the Monstrous in Japan  

Although literature within the genre of Ero-guro relied heavily on eroticism and ultra-

violence, it did not often include the types of violations commonly found in monster narratives, 

such as cannibalism. Grotesque and monstrous horror not only rely on the destruction and 

mutilation of the human form and the society, but also on the devolution of human beings from 

apex predators at the top of the food chain to the lowest form of animalistic life existing. It 

demonstrates clearly the ultimately animal nature of humanity by transforming them literally into 

meat. Additionally, when the cannibal is also depicted as human in some respects, it creates an 

entity that is more animal than human in nature. Religious iconography and mythology often 

include aspects of cannibalism, such as the devouring of souls in depictions of hell in European 

art and yama-baba in Japanese monster lore.841 Even the ever-present oni in Japanese myth have 

a record of devouring humans, either physically or spiritually, as a form of sustenance,842 while 

formerly human creatures, or even the still living ikiryo, devour humans through the 

consumption of their life energy. While their flesh may not be eaten, they are pulled apart on a 

spiritual level, resulting in their slow death of their body.  

One of the earliest recorded references to cannibalism in Japan originates from a work 

recorded around 733 CE that explained a town’s name with reference to a cannibalistic 
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creature.843 As mentioned above, Japanese monsters such as ghosts, yama-baba, nure onna, and 

hannya are typically depicted as female entities, which, as opposed to their male counterparts, 

are more likely to devour their human victims.844 This literary fascination with the depiction of 

female cannibalistic monsters can be considered as a representation of a subliminal fear of an 

unborn child being devoured by her mother. It is interesting to note that majority of monsters 

within the three highlighted manga series are female entities with considerable sexual overtones 

and imageries violating mother/whore dichotomy and widespread imageries of castrated vaginas. 

There is also a presence of transcultural imagery of female-serpent monster, similar to 

Polynesian folklore in which cannibalistic humans are transformed into serpents as a form of 

punishment for their transgressions.845 Similar imagery is witnessed in the famous Noh play 

Dojoji, as well as the tale about the monk of Mount Koya who discovered that he had received 

hospitality from an enchantress who transformed men into beasts, while having a physical 

appearance of a massive serpent.846  

Correspondingly, in setsuwa tales, parallels were drawn between women and snakes, 

specifically in one tale in which a man who slept by a roadside had an erotic dream involving 

seduction by a woman only to wake up and find that he had choked a snake that had tried to bite 

him in his sleep. Women not only devolve into monsters but also usurp the symbolic phallus, in 

the form of a snake, in order to violate the physical integrity of a man.847 This is similar to the 

Freudian implications discussed by Clover in which women assume the power of the male 
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attacker by obtaining a weapon, thereby transforming from victims into heroes.848 However, 

unlike American horror films, the Japanese works transform women into monsters, rather than 

saviors.  

 

Horror and Time 

In addition to gender, time is also a vital element of the modern grotesque. As genres 

become increasingly defined, they often become formulaic. However, literature encompassing 

horror use these tropes as a means of reenactment, re-emphasis and source of repeated and 

amplified horror.849 In Japan, this continuity is reflective of the social structure according to 

Watsuji Tetsuro who posited that the notion of ie binds the individual clearly into a concept of 

shared time, while the concepts of collective unconscious and collective memory highlight that 

the individual is part of a universal time. Horror incorporates these concepts as means of 

inflicting and transmitting trauma from one generation to another.850 Literature pertaining to Ero-

guro interweaves these elements of time and terror within the narrative forms used by dokufu 

confessions, where the present colors the past, while cause and effect appear to be suspended in 

time. Russian Formulists termed this narrative strategy as syuzhet, where two or more points in 

time are combined into one event; these elements are used in modern horror genre to create a 

sense of unease and doom for characters.851 This can be seen in both modern American horror 

and suspense (in films such as Memento and Oculus) as well as the various texts studied in this 

research. 
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This use of asynchronous time is particularly popular in Japanese horror, especially as a 

modern adaptation of the older trope of monsters as entities born out of extreme emotional 

distress or physical violation. This was posited by Blouin as being similar to Freud’s notion of 

the uncanny, where the familiar is made strange and disturbing. It indicates that time as a linear 

line is a purely arbitrary notion, as the concept of time itself is much more complicated and 

considered beyond human comprehension, much more than previously believed. The concept of 

doom and destruction correlates with time, especially in Japanese horror, where past actions 

unconnected to the characters lead to their destruction due to some unforeseen overlapping 

phenomenon.852  

Blouin also argued that part of the reason that Americans remake Japanese horror films is 

that this element of the temporal uncanny has been underutilized in Hollywood movies so far. 

However, the re-arrangement of narratives allows clarity for American audiences, but diminishes 

the effect that the story has on its audience. Japanese horror is thought to draw most of its terror 

not from the scares in the film, but from the successive progression of decay with every 

flashback.853 However, some American movies focus on time-based elements that focus on 

individuals’ perception of time, rather than dealing with the transformation of time around them. 

In this manner, the difference between American and Japanese horror is that within American 

horror, the individual is the focus of the fear, which is propagated with the idea of 

dismemberment, while Japanese horror primarily focuses on the disintegration of an individual 

before their demise; thus, infliction of terror rather than death itself is the source of all fear in 

Japanese horror and grotesque.854 
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This spatial and temporal fission is another version of the monstrous grotesque, that 

essentially enables the blurring of boundaries between safety and terror.855 Horror is also 

inflicted by the doubling of characters either as twins, duplicates or internal/external split.856 In 

the well-known modern Japanese horror film, Ringu, the antagonist is literally doubled through 

the division between her mundane human half and her supernatural twin. Their image in a cursed 

video, whose repeated plays propagate an ever-widening curse, is eventually responsible for 

numerous deaths.857 Even the seemingly mundane protagonists can be doubled, often hiding dark 

secrets and desires behind the façade of normalcy, such as war guilt, conflict-related terror or 

physical and emotional trauma. This is also a view taken by most of the earlier horror and 

grotesque fiction in Japan, while the manga series being examined exhibit the doubling 

phenomenon in the literal sense, with the characters having the ability to have dual human and 

non-human grotesque forms. This is not unusual in the horror genre, as the inability properly 

places a character within a specific category that can lead to a sense of discomfort and repulsion. 

Freud called this type of uncanny, dualistic character a ‘collective figure’, one that can be shared 

within several different narratives serving the same sort of purpose.858 

The three manga series being examined in this research share the same type of narrative 

arch, which is based on the formula set by kishu ryuritan, stories involving a young person, often 

male, who must embark on a long journey full of travail, toil, tragedy and disorder.859 This trope 

can be traced to some of the earliest works of Japanese literature, notably the Genji Monogatari, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
855 Carroll 1990, 47 
856 Carroll, 1990, 45 
857 Nakata, Hideo (dir). Ring. Toho kabushikigaisha. 1998 
858 Carroll, 1990, 42-46. 
859 Zamora & Paris 1995, KINDLE LOCATION 9121 



! 288!

which had a considerable number of monstrous and grotesque elements, such as ikiryo that 

destroyed their rivals in affection and the men that conditioned their young wards to be their 

spouses. Japanese literature makes use of a popular theme, which is based on the confrontation 

between a young person and historical monsters threatening the survival of their community; the 

death of that monster reaffirms their values and enables them to become a full member of that 

community.860 In this manner, the Japanese literature portrays a conflict between the old and the 

new, where the youth is a symbol of youth, regeneration and change, while ancient monsters 

stand for traditional, outdated and archaic.861 Meanwhile, the three manga series being discussed 

in this research demonstrate themes in which the older generation infects the younger ones; thus, 

the youth not only fight against the monstrous and the old, but also come to terms with the 

monstrosity that resides within them to ultimately come out victorious in the end. 

 

The Mise-en-scene 

 The mise-en-scene, the placement and design of an image in a film, is carefully crafted in 

manga. Manga artists, if they have the resources to do so, will rely on a platoon of junior artists 

who are responsible for crafting elaborate backgrounds to convey not only a fleshed-out world, 

but also establish the mood of the text as a whole. The decaying, cyberpunk, urban backgrounds 

of Ghost in the Shell (1989-1990) and Akira (1982-1990) convey story elements that affect the 

reader in a nearly tactile sense in both the anime and manga adaptations, which is not so readily 

simulated in other mediums. Viewing manga as analogous to cinema has been viable since 

Ozamu Tezuka began framing his manga as if they were stills derived from a motion picture. 

Horror and action manga, just like its cinematic cousin, relies heavily on mise-en-scene to create 
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unease in its audience well before the first truly horrific event occurs. Artists also become known 

for having a particular visual style (See Figure Nineteen), for example, Ito Junji’s hyper-stylized 

gore and Yagi’s eroticized monsters, are the focus of complex tableaux not dissimilar to 

Kobayashi’s use of the spectral eye in the heavens to signal the presence of the monstrous yuki-

onna in 1965’s film adaptation of Kwaidan. 

 It is important to stress that manga and cinema have long possessed an inter-dependent 

relationship. Manga series are frequently translated into film and film into manga, the techniques 

of cinema fed into the visual language of early manga, The films of Eisenstein and Disney 

inspired influential manga artists such as Osamu Tezuka. The ways a scene was edited and 

constructed to heighten tension were adapted into manga. Manga also used creative cutting and 

transition to mimic movement and emotion.862 

Figure Nineteen: The Presence of the Yuki-onna is Symbolized by the Eye in the Sky863 

 
  

Through the use of mise-en-scene to convey tension and unease to an audience, the 

monstrous becomes simply an embodiment of the intangible sense of corruption and unreality. 

Much of this is derived from German expressionism, which used mise-en-scene to augment the 

emotional impact of postwar films such as The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920), The Golem 
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(1920), or M (1931). This psychological priming is evident in an extremely early example of 

horror filmmaking to make the figures of Dracula and Frankenstein’s monsters more 

impactful.864 In Japan, silent era director Kinugasa Teinosuke used similar imagery in his film A 

Page of Madness, written by future Nobel laureate, Kawabata, to convey the oppression and 

unreliability of reality in a madhouse. Through the use of mise-en-scene, a manga artist or film 

director can create a fantastic world that accepts a certain level of Todorovian fantasy (See 

Figure Twenty). Lim argued that it is this very unreality that creates the wonder of the fantastic 

in visual media beyond what could be achieved with otherwise perfect verisimilitude.865 

Figure Twenty: The Dread of the Madhouse is Demonstrated by Dramatic Shadows and 
Perspective in A Page of Madness866 

 
 
 Lim also noted that, by necessity, this Todorovian-inspired use of the fantastic implicates 

larger historical forces in its derived works of horror and fantasy, as the past ruptures into the 

present as an embodied pre-modern and superstitious sensibility.867 Additionally, these texts rely 

on implicit cultural understandings that can cloud reception and interpretation according to a 

myriad of factors, noting that a Filipino horror film where an aswang attacks an impoverished 

suburb of Manila was coolly received by middle-class viewers who saw the creature as a relic of 
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the pre-modern while ravenously consumed by lower-class viewers who preserve aswang 

legends as a ‘living belief.’868 These Todorovian worlds demonstrate the limits of human 

understanding by replacing the familiar with the uncanny.869 By depicting the strange, the mad, 

and the disfigured as normalcy, these world imbue themselves with the Freudian Uncanny.870 

 As seinen fantasy manga, it is not surprising that the artists create a variety of visuals as a 

means of demonstrating the horror and the disturbing in their series. As mentioned in a previous 

chapter, Fullmetal Alchemist only truly demonstrated a subversion of traditional expectations 

when the child character Nina is forcibly merged with her pet dog. Both her discovery and the 

revealing of her lifeless body follow the German Expressionism inspiration seen in the examples 

shown above. Claymore relies heavily on the ero-guro sensibility in its visuals. Claymores are 

perhaps the most sexualized of the female characters in the series; however, they are also the 

victims of mutilation and are physically incapable of sexual intercourse (Figure Twenty-One and 

Figure Twenty-Two). Their bodies, both in their human and inhuman forms, form the visual 

foundation of the series. Attack on Titan also relies on the grotesque and shadow. The most 

visually impactful scene sets the foundation of the lead character Eren’s hatred of the Titan – the 

death of his mother (Figure Twenty-Three). 

Figure Twenty-One: The Awakened Form of two Claymore871 
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Figure Twenty-Two: Claire’s Perpetual Wound872 
 

 
 

Figure Twenty-Three: The Death of Carla Yeager873 
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 Carla Yeagar’s death is particularly interesting as an example of blurred time, 

intertextuality, the grotesque, and the use of mise-en-scene. As Eren, Mikasa, and Armin flee 

towards the last refugee boat leaving the doomed city, they can see behind them a Titan with an 

eerily smiling face moving ever closer to Eren’s mother Carla. Trapped under the rubble of her 

home, she is alive but incapable of escape. This additionally replicates a scene from Barefoot 

Gen, a film about the daily life of a young boy just before and the months after the nuclear 

bombing of Hiroshima, where Gen watches his father and siblings burn to death in the ruins of 

their family home. The Titan drags Carla from the wreckage, twists her body, and then devours 

her while her son watches. This act is ultimately futile, as Titans receive no nourishment from 

their human victims and regurgitate their victims’ corpses within hours. A symbol of maternal 

sacrifice, Carla uses her last moments alive to stifle her screams, so that her son would not turn 

back for her, and to remember the family’s last dinner together before she becomes dinner 

herself. 

 

Hearsay and Intertextuality 
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 Lim observed that the seemingly passive act of observing media creates a patina of 

expectations that become thicker and more elaborate with every viewing and colors the viewers’ 

interpretations and expectations of the genre as a whole as well as the text.874 Genre becomes a 

means of interpretation that allows both creators and consumers to freely borrow between texts 

and set a level of expectation and expertise that allows for meaningful interpretation and 

conveyance of a message.875 For example, the fantastic Chinese zhiguai and quanxi tales 

informed Japanese strange fiction after their importation, setting the standard that such tales were 

to be conveyed in a way similar to reports of actual events.876 Later strange fiction, including 

fan-created content on 2chan or r/nosleep follows the same rules of mock-reality. 

 The series selected rely on an intertextual borrowing of settings and devices to convey 

their meaning. The fantasy worlds are semi-familiar, set in environments similar to those seen in 

history, such as a pseudo-Weimar Republic of Fullmetal Alchemist or the faux-medieval world 

of Claymore that owes more to established fantasy worlds like Lord of the Rings than actual 

history. Additionally, the series are informed by the familiar tropes of the genre; a male 

protagonist and a close cohort of his peers struggle against a repressive authority. There is an 

expectation that teamwork will be vital in works of the genre, and each character gathers around 

them, through their integrity and hard work, a cluster of supporters. A troubled mentor figure is 

also omnipresent, such as Teresa in Claymore, Mustang in Fullmetal Alchemist, and Levi in 

Attack on Titan. 

 

Horror as History 
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 Lim, in her work on contemporary Asian horror cinema, posited that the ghost is a form 

of radical justice that refuses to allow itself to be forgotten in by a community that has seemingly 

gotten away scot-free.877 Lim argued that these vengeful ghosts serve as a means of connecting 

two periods of time, the traumatized present with the traumatic past, creating a disordered time in 

which events can occur simultaneously. This also feeds into a form of nostalgia for the collective 

past while concurrently exorcising any guilt that one may experience for the actions of others 

now dead.878 Horror manga, like its Asian cinematic counterparts and kibiyoshi forebears, also 

has used ghosts as spectral messengers of ancient ill deeds. Ito is particularly notable for this, as 

he consistently revisits the notion of cyclical atonement in his works.879 However, action-shōnen 

manga instead rely on the use of flashback, rather than revenants, in order to convey similar 

meaning. In each of the three manga, the texts regularly dissolve into chapter-long flashback to 

narrate key events in a continuous process of character discovery. 

 

Women as Monsters 

 Horror, as noted by critics such as Clover, depends on the Male Gaze and a certain level 

of comfort with the voyeuristic. As viewers, we are Peeping Toms spying on a character’s most 

vulnerable periods and, not infrequently, the interior of their bodies.880 First described by critic 

Laura Mulvey in the 1970’s, the Male Gaze is defined by a perspective that places women as 

desirable objects, often with shorthand trope proxies in place of personalities, rather than fully 

formed characters. In American popular culture, the Woman in the Refrigerator trope or the 
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Damsel in Distress are some of the common types. Similar rules are observed in Japanese 

popular culture as well. Manga, excepting perhaps for some of the titles belonging to genres 

tailored to female readers, rely on the Male Gaze in the development of character design and 

personality.  

The tropes of the tsundere/yandere or the Magical Fighting Girl881 often corral the 

personalities of female characters; however, unrealistic proportions are perhaps the most 

prevalent in Japanese visual culture. This fetishization of women is compounded by cultural 

norms that dictate the alteration of the female body in order to adhere to arbitrary beauty 

standards, such as the use of make-up, the wearing of heels, or the ubiquitous body piercing for 

jewelry that moves them farther from the ‘normal’ bounds of humanity.882 Even the development 

of secondary sexual characteristics is viewed as abnormal or taboo, such as menstruation or the 

female breast.883 These same characteristics that place women outside of the bounds of the 

‘normal’ – or the masculine – are the same that turn them into objects in the Male Gaze. The 

horror of the feminine in horror media stems from fears of the Mother or the seemingly Uncanny 

process of menstruation combined with the voyeuristic gaze of the viewer. 884  

 The concept of the monstrous physicality of the female has a long history that extends 

beyond the limited history of cinema and manga, such as the smothering mother or the toothed, 

engulfing vagina that directly threatens male potency and desire885 – a fear that underlies 

culturally bound fears of the stolen penis that haunted Middle Ages Europe and swathes of the 
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contemporary world under the guise of Koro. These monsters, through their connection to 

unusual bodily phenomenon and the transgression of boundaries, are Abject and perpetual 

Others.886 In horror, the Mother is often just another locus for Death.887 This monstrousness 

extends even to female victims in horror, as they possess a facsimile of a personality, one that is 

often grating to the unseen and often invisible male monster.888 The women of Claymore most 

often embody the various form of the monstrous woman, losing their personality as they lose 

their clearly defined human form. However, Anne, in her Titan form, embodies this fear the 

most. Her Titan not only is clearly female, but also gleefully destroys male members of the 

Survey Corps with their own weapons (See Figure Twenty-Four). 

Figure Twenty-Four: Anne Playing with her Victims889 

 
 Women in horror who are able to dodge the murderous efforts of the monster and avoid 

turning into monsters themselves are often those unconcerned by appearance and untouched by 

physical desire. There is a level of conservatism in horror that to many may seem counter-
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intuitive, but horror relies on the transgression of shared boundaries.890 However, they are still 

given the dubious reward of a traumatized, post-disaster life. In addition, when confronted with 

the monster, the reaction of the female characters is often highlighted by what Grant describes as 

a look of sudden self-recognition. This realization that she and the creature share an Abject 

Otherness is the source of horror for female horror characters.891 Women are threats as potential 

mothers, viewed as undeserving authority figures,892 or as a sexualized being that poses a threat 

to established male primacy.893 Grant hypothesized that one of the reasons male characters in 

horror tend to be emotionally flat is due to the need to return apparently strong female characters 

back to a subservient role via victimization.894As Others, woman share a position with the 

monster or the ghost in horror texts. The intersection between violence and the supernatural is 

also ancient. Komatsu Kazuhiko hypothesized that legends in Japan concerning oni and 

aggressive spirits were derived from the unresolved murders of traveling strangers and the fears 

that these persons inspired in local communities, as well as distortions of oral traditions.895  

 Another tie between women and the monstrous is the role female characters play in the 

annihilation of the monster. While in Japan, the earliest recorded yōkai taiji-ya is that of Susa-

no-Ō defeating the monster Yamato no Orochi,896 the figure of the taiji-ya, the monster 

exterminator, is popular in contemporary Japanese manga. In Takahashi Rumiko’s popular and 

long-running series, Inuyasha, the resident taiji-ya is Sango, the only survivor of an outcast 
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village consisting solely of monster hunters. Hinting strongly at the community being burakumin 

while not stating such overtly, the community is massacred and Sango is buried alive with the 

remainder of her family while her brother’s corpse is animated to serve as a slave. Sango is the 

only character to not possess supernatural powers and must rely on her own skills and ability to 

form relationships to survive and to free her brother. This basic trope is similar to the taiji-ya 

characters that were published after Inuyasha. Claymore and Soul Eater have monster hunters 

with similar backstories and motivations. Some of this may be due to the influence of the 

Magical Fighting Girl genre and, as Clovis noted in her work, the pubescent males’ desire for a 

non-threatening, self-insert character. As these taiji-ya are portrayed as single-minded and 

asexual, they are nonthreatening in a way that a male character with similar traits would not be 

and offer no comparative social competition. Additionally, they adhere to the expectation in 

Japanese media that women are both long-suffering and silent, offering a level of reassurance to 

otherwise daunted male characters.897 

 

Specters 

 Ghosts and humans are viewed in most horror or fantastic fiction, as well as in the 

imagination of flesh-and-blood persons, as existing on an invisible spectrum.898 Important 

figures, such as Oda Nobunaga, are rumored to have a second, spectral life in urban legend and 

these tales inspire their appearance in fiction as well.899 Urban legends that locations and persons 

of important drama linger abound, both in Japan and internationally. Ron Dutcher, an author 

residing in Japan, has collected several urban legends claiming that spirits haunt the battlefields 
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of Okinawa, that the murdered ex-pats haunt the site of their deaths on Geba Road in Kamakura, 

or that the businesses built above the gravesite of the Hojo executed in Zaimokusa are doomed to 

fail.900 After the trebled disaster of the Tohoku Earthquake, Tsunami, and Fukushima Accident, 

Parry found a priest who had been routinely exorcising a number of individuals who believed 

that they were tormented by the unhappy spirits who perished in the disaster that they had 

unwittingly offended.901 A graduate student discovered that taxi drivers in Tohoku believe that 

they have ferried the spirits of disaster victims to and fro, an updated account of the ghostly 

traveller legend.902 Pilling, wandering an abandoned village for research, was startled by a young 

man who had gone back to the village to celebrate O-bon in the location where his ancestral 

spirits would likely return.903 This may be due to the phenomenon that time is experienced 

disparately by members of a collective; events that occur in the past can still be experienced and 

re-experienced later.904 

 Ghosts are also valuable as a means of directly tying together the horror and trauma of 

the past with a tense or traumatized present. Lim argued that by undermining time itself, specters 

create a type of Uncanny horror that subverts the modern notion of time and rationality.905 It 

takes advantage that personal time and collective time exist in a fraught tension.906 This also 

profits from the use of flashback in contemporary filmmaking and postmodern thinking that has 
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altered the linear form of traditional storytelling. This is called “The Vertigo of Time Defeated,” 

an Uncanny form of time that is just as potent a source of fear as the vaguely inhuman. It is a 

reminder of mortality, that individual awareness is finite and bound by the vicissitudes of time.907 

Additionally, the witnesses of such a specter or monster must confront forces beyond their own 

comprehension and power as well as the possibility that they are the trespasser.908 As modernity 

is considered the antithesis of the premodern, the intermingling of the two demonstrates the lack 

of depth of this concept.909 For example, the concept of the nation relies on a version of this 

Uncanny time910 and is inextricably bound to a location.911 

 Within the series, the monsters also play the role of unwitting victim. The homunculi are 

artificial beings created by a sophisticated, ancient alchemist. Despite being a sentient and 

intelligent being that desires freedom of movement, it is confined to a small flask and used as a 

slave. Constantly aware of its inhuman status, they seek to replicate themselves and annihilate 

their human competition. Notably, there are homunculi that do join the human cause. In the first 

anime adaption, Lust felt sympathy for humanity and sacrificed herself to ensure the survival of 

her human comrades. In the manga, Greed merged with the Xingese character Ling; this 

amalgamation of human and homunculi allowed the creature to feel a sense of kinship – resulting 

in his merging with the Father homunculus in order to destroy him.  

 

Monsters as Victims 
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 The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki serve as a key transition point in 

Japanese horror, transforming everyday individuals into persons whose humanity is lost through 

their unexpected victimization and deformation.912 Shindo Kaneto, the director of 1964’s 

Onibaba and 1968’s Kuroneko, was drawn over and over to the bombing of his hometown of 

Hiroshima, even hoping to create a full-length film about the lives of the residents the second 

before the bomb blast.913 He eventually created a film dramatizing the Lucky Dragon No. 5 

Incident – which was also one of the inspirations behind the 1953’s Gojira,914 and based the 

make-up on the wounds and colloid scaring of habakusha.915 Shindo also sought to parallel the 

liminal war-state of Onibaba and Kuroneko with the postwar period in which the films were 

created.916 

 Kanebishi, a sociologist, noted that after the March 2011 Tohoku Earthquake and 

Tsunami, that began to report a variety of strange and unusual phenomenon that they attributed 

to the restless spirits of those who had died in the disaster or to lingering psychological trauma. 

One man told Kanebishi that, despite living in a now de-populated area, he had been the victim 

of repeated late night door knockings. A construction worker who had aided in the rebuilding 

reported that one of his worksites had several inexplicable accidents that could only have been 

supernatural in origin.917 The majority of reports concerning supernatural visitation came from 

taxi drivers. Many were locals who had lost friends and family in the disaster and one claimed 

that they were the natural target of ghosts as taxis are ubiquitous, take on any passenger, and 
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work as a transport between discreet spaces.918 Ghostly phenomenon appears to be culturally tied 

to trauma. 

 

Conclusion  

 The creatures in these series are only strange to the novice reader. Avid consumers of 

fantasy or horror manga, while perhaps ignorant of the history of the genre, will be aware of how 

the monstrous has been used in past manga series and works in other mediums. Monsters possess 

an ability, one that is often denied to mundane human figures, to embody the monstrous, the 

strange, or the Other. Women are the typical embodiments of the grotesque, even when they 

have compatriots of the male gender – for example, compare Anne’s gleeful murder of members 

of the Survey Corps (See Figure One in Chapter 3) and the tearful guilt of Bertolt and Reiner. 

However, as discussed in the next chapter, the use of monsters is also bounded by time.  

 Gender and class also inform monstrousness. The most dangerous creatures in these 

series may be human, but as a wealthy, male elite, they possess a position in society insulated 

from hardship and from the community. Only their opposites, embodied by the poorer, young 

male characters such as the Elric Brothers, Eren and Armin of Attack on Titan, and Claire’s ward 

Raki in Claymore, prove to be able to withstand the repeated onslaught of horror. Gender, class, 

and sexuality not only have ties to the historical monsters, but to the erotic-grotesque movement 

of the Taisho and Showa Periods. This movement, along with aspects of time and visual 

storytelling, shall be explored in the following chapter. The monsters in these series reflect some 

of the more intangible trauma of the Dark Valley, but do so in a way that makes them safe and 
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conquerable. Rather, the elite humans prove to be the true villains. By relegating the trauma into 

the background, these series mitigate the distress. 

 The monstrous and supernatural tie into contemporary fan culture. As part of the wider 

database culture, readers are encouraged, even expected, to scrutinize a text. Fantasy manga 

relies on fan networks and communities for their success, without otaku many would be able to 

perpetual the merchandise and magazine sales that support the industry. Emblematic monsters 

serve a number of purposes, they can symbolically represent a number of issues that add the 

layers of interpretation needed to sustain reader interest but can also be readily made into 

models. Icons are a major part of otaku culture and consumption practices, and distinctive and 

unique monsters can be readily translated into merchandise. The monsters not only represent 

historical trauma, but they do so in a way that encourages the reader to explore deeper into the 

nuances of the characters.  

 The monsters in the series are notable, not for the grotesque bodies or their destruction of 

their human neighbors, but that they are as much victims of human-led conspiracies as the 

protagonists. The victims of callous human experimentation by corrupt scientists serving a cabal 

of corrupt bureaucrats, the Titan, Yoma, and homunculi are the lesser of the threats that confront 

the protagonists. This motif, of the venal scientist, whose victims are often female and who 

operates in a morally bankrupt society has a lineage that dates back to the Taisho Period and the 

ero-guro movement. As this movement was the work of the upheaval of the early twentieth 

century, it is cyclically revived with every new period of social confusion and maladjustment. 

The 1960’s and the student movement witnessed the first of these revivals, while the present day 

and its decades-long recession, has witnessed another. 
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 The use of gender in the manga follows the notions of Ueno. The female characters serve 

as ciphers that serve as a foil for the active, male characters. Mikasa and Hawkeye both have 

tragic backstories that inform their character, a character focused on their loyalty and service to 

an ambitious male character. Female characters are more likely to be deceptive or mad. Ymir and 

Annie are both dishonest and, unlike the tearful Berthold and Reiner, do not regret their actions. 

Claymores carry exaggerated versions of the swords of the same name, symbolic phalluses that 

garner them the status of the independent males of the other series. Virtuous women are defined 

by their pseudo-familial roles to the major male characters – they serve as mothers, sisters, and 

eventually wives. 

 Symbolic specters abound. Yoma, Titans, and Homunculi all embody the trauma and 

horror of history. They are the past resurgent, inflicting the evils committed on them onto others. 

These creatures consume progress, negating the movement of history to ensure that society 

remains locked in its past. The characters of the series are haunted by their personal pasts. 

Flashbacks are ubiquitous, the emotionally powerful moments in a character’s history are told 

not in the main narrative, but as memories. While the setting and actions reverberate history, so 

do the monstrous signify innumerable layers of meaning. 
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Chapter Six 

Repercussions of the Dark Valley 

Introduction 

 Hashimoto’s recent work, The Long Defeat, looks closely at the Japanese postwar 

experience and the absorption of trauma. The usual understanding concerning the incorporation 

of historical terror and contemporary society is that trauma becomes enmeshed in collective 

memory. The enmeshed trauma may remain a sensitive point, but one that typically has one 

primary mode of understanding – a historical interpretation that is understood by most members 

of the collective if not universally accepted as true. This allows the event to move into the past 

and to loose its potency. While this is the typical trajectory, for some communities there arise 

circumstances that hinder this process. The continued sturm und drang over the denial in Turkey 

of the Armenian Genocide remains unresolved due to the event’s temporal and causal overlap 

with the birth of the nation-state of Turkey. Acknowledgement of the ethnic cleansing would cast 

a pall over the origins of the state. In Japan, rather than a steady process of events transitioning 

into memory, an early taboo, partially implemented by authorities such as the Occupation forces, 

similarly prevented the formation of a collective memory that could encapsulate the Asian 

Pacific War in a protective cyst. Hashimoto argued that, in Japan, there is no narrative with a 

single and accepted claim on collective memory, which has served to partially fragment society 

instead of drawing it together.919  

Collective memory is one of the foundational factors that hold a nation together. Often, 

the creation of myths and folk culture serves as a means of holding people together but, in Japan, 
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the most recent major historical event that should have the same understanding is non-existent.            

Children there are regularly exposed to discussions about of the war period, including discourse 

on the suffering experienced in Japan. Hashimoto observed that, at one of the many Peace 

Museums that dot Japan, elderly guides describe the hardships of the war in a clear and open 

manner. Some discuss aspects of the conflict that reflected negatively on Japan, such as the high 

loss of life among Chinese civilians. They also emphasize how difficult it was to come out 

against the war in a period that featured censorship and secret police. However, these do not 

seem to have deeply impacted younger generations, as one NHK special found that when youth 

were asked about the period, they had difficulty accepting the actions of the previous generation. 

Many claimed that they would not have passively accepted the conflict and that the sudden 

transition after the war demonstrated a lack of integrity and courage. Youth were also more 

likely to answer positively to statements claiming that Japan has not properly reflected on the 

state’s wartime actions.920  This lack of faith between the younger and the wartime generations is 

also not limited to the most recent batch of twenty-somethings who meander through Tokyo, but 

has been a focus of literature and debate for years. This disillusionment was part of the 

undergirding of the student movement in the late nineteen-sixties and early nineteen-seventies, as 

demonstrated by the tension-filled debate between the author Yukio Mishima and sit-in 

protestors at Tokyo University who debated the legitimacy of the Imperial system. Even 

members of the wartime generation, such as Endo Shūsaku921 and Shimao Toshio,922 referenced 

the dreamlike dichotomy between the postwar and wartime periods in their work. 
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 However, the tensions between generations are not just caused by silence or manipulation 

on the part of the older generation. Younger generations can also be complicit in the creation of 

silence and taboo. The Israeli psychologist Dan Bar-On has described this as a “Veil of 

Forgetting,” where the children of families help bury trauma under a level of silence.923 This can 

also make the children of these families protective of this silence, actively promoting the taboo 

extends throughout the wider culture as a means of defending their loved ones’ equilibrium. 

Differences in values and behaviors also play a role in how memories are received and perceived 

between generations. Members of the wartime generations often behaved according to a much 

more rigid standard of patriarchal control than the generations that followed, which is itself a 

source of tension. Younger generations may perceive that older generations are less adapted to 

the more liberal and fluctuating society that is now predominant.924 This can be extended to more 

abstract versions of the father, in the guise of the state. The actions of the state, particularly in its 

potential for violence, are considered inherently distrustworthy.925 However, this does not imply 

that this level of suspicion has led to new interpretations of memory and history; rather, there 

appears to be a strong disconnect between memory and identity.926 This can create an almost 

schizophrenic society, where memory and trauma remain an overarching concern that is also 

shunted away. 

            Distrust between generations does not simply move unidirectionally; older generations 

have also expressed a lack of confidence in younger generations. Moral panics concerning otaku, 

bullying, and hikikomori are staples of both news media and entertainment. Some place the lack 
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of a clear economic recovery on young workers, who are more likely to work part time than their 

older peers. Even popular media, such as Evangelion, focus on parents and children failing to 

communicate and thereby self-destructing.927 Many of these series are described as future-noir, 

where identity is inchoate and undefined and society, arbitrary and cruel.928 However, in recent 

years, these futuristic narratives have switched to those focusing more on a type of collective 

past. The transition between these two periods seems to have occurred in the mid-2000’s, when 

digital media and internet access became increasingly universal in Japan. Perhaps the notion of 

the distant and digitalized future became too close to the mundane experiences of the average 

youth viewer, who became more interested in another type of fantasy world. It may also be 

possible that the media market became oversaturated, with most contenders having difficulty 

distinguishing themselves from the massively popular, and on-going, Evangelion franchise. 

Whether or not this can last, with the popularity of Attack on Titan nearing its zenith, and what 

this may develop into are still unknown. 

 

Collective Memory and the War 

 Collective memory, which refers to the historical consciousness consisting of shared 

events and perspectives within a specific population, is a way of organizing and creating a self-

image. Histiography thereby becomes a tool of discerning mentalité and observing paradigm 

shifts.929 This collective memory is derived from the memories and perspectives of the individual 

members of the entire body, which means that, while it may be an emotional or psychological 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
927 Bolton 2010, KINDLE LOCATION 2620 
928 Bolton 2010, KINDLE LOCATION 2558-2607 
929 Yasukawa 2008, 299-300.  



! 310!

truth, it may not reflect reality because many in the postwar generations, with the experience of 

the war being distant, create narratives that place the trauma of the event at a narrative distance 

as well, using allegory or simile to express events that were themselves relayed as a story. While 

the perception remains that most of history is learned via textbooks or in the classroom, people 

often feel more directly linked to history through fiction or through memoir.930 Arisue argued 

that, due to the collective sense of humiliation and chagrin after the end of the Pacific War, a 

narrative focused on the end of the war and rebuilding gained predominance in Japan.931 

However, this is changing as the generations who experienced the war firsthand pass into history 

themselves.932 The war is now so far in the past that it is more distant than the entire length of the 

reign of the Emperor who defined the period, Showa.933 This means that the psychological 

defense mechanism required by these generations no longer exerts the same force, as new 

individuals consume and produce new historical narratives, fracturing the older paradigms.934  

 The main sources of transmission for collective memory for generations distant from the 

events in question are family history, the education system, and the media. Welzer noted in his 

book studying how contemporary German youth addressed, or in many cases did not, the 

potential atrocities or complacency of their direct ancestors, that the images that stuck with these 

individuals were those that they had seen on television or in film rather than what they were 

exposes to in the home or school.935 Fushiki has noted a similar effect in action in Japan. For 
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example, when given the same information, Chinese and Japanese individuals tend to view the 

Nanking Massacre and the veracity of the reporting around this event quite differently, partially 

due to the differences in the media portrayal of the event to which they have been exposed.936 

Mass media allowed for the creation of both the nation and collective memory, as it moved the 

perspective of history outwards both geographically and temporally.937 Fushiki argued that 

collective memory in mass media is a lived memory ( ) that functions as a type 

of living foundation for personal identification with and understanding of a collective identity. 

Through the sharing of the collective memory, the individual feels tied to a larger whole.938 

Collective memory is also recursive, relying on a nesting doll of ideas and images that refer to 

previous ideas and images for meaning and interpretation.939  

 These images are readily consumed in visual media. Movies, according to Fushiki, are 

particularly potent as they are simulacra of reality accessible to any and all. The combination of 

images, movement, and sound possesses an emotional resonance not readily replicable in print. 

The ways that these films are consumed, in masse in a theater or among friends and family at 

home, add an additional social layer in which lived memory can be established.940 Manga, as 

noted by Ito in his work, Tezuka Izu Deddo, replicates film in its use of imagery and simulated 

movement.941 Like cinema, manga longs for a level of realism.942 Additionally, research has 

borne out that narratives focusing on first-hand accounts, either real or fictional, are best retained 
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by the audience.943 There is no ‘truth’ in collective memory; there are stories that are fictional 

that are considered emotionally ‘true.’944 

 Media technology allows for greater dissemination and peer-level creation; television was 

one of the first of these visual media to be able to quickly respond to social changes and current 

events, allowing collective memory in turn to shift dramatically and suddenly.945 Now, the 

Internet not only facilitates a faster shift in paradigm, but one that is interactive and allows for 

self-publishing.946 Manga shares this level of responsiveness, as it can respond to shifts in the 

opinion of the reading audience even faster than television947 but also encourages the formation 

of reading circles, audience participation, and fan art. Manga also allows for a plethora of 

potential interpretations and approaches according to art style, onomatopoeia, tropes, 

characterization, and the printed word.948 Furthermore, this database style ties manga, and its 

transmission of collective memory, to the wider fan communities and consumption networks 

discussed by social critic Azuma in several of his works on Otaku culture and postmodernism.949 

 The creation of permanent war memorials and museums is also a form of compensation 

for the loss of individual memory as the generations who directly experienced the war pass away. 

In Japan, the founding of these memorials is justified, not only as a means of transmitting 

cultural memory, but to create a society that understands the importance of peace through the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
943 Murakawa, 98. 
944 Murakawa 100. 
945 Fushiki 2009, 48. 
946 Fushiki 2009, 48-49. 
947 Ito 2005, 184 
948 Ito 110-111. 
949 As discussed in his works Doubutsukasuru Postmodern Otakukaramita nihonsyakai (2001), Gameteki realism 

notanjo – Doubutsukasuru Postmodern 2 (2007), and Real no yukue – Otaku wa douikiruka (2008). 



! 313!

trauma of war.950 Japan has the largest number of ‘Peace Museums,’ with the majority being 

founded within the last forty years.951 This, however, shifts the focus of the war from the debate 

over its causes and effects on neighboring countries in favor of a more localized focus. These 

memorials illuminate the suffering of civilians and conscripted military personnel and obscure 

discussions of responsibility. When it is addressed, blame is placed on faceless authorities whose 

presence is invisible beyond the suffering that they caused or on abstract notions of international 

inertia.952 This type of narrative does closely examine the experiences of individuals, typically 

relying on their life stories to flesh out the experience. This is compounded by the sense that 

these memories are untouchable and unquestionable. Described by some as a form of popular 

piety, the almost sacred idea of the innocent victim is tarnished by debates on guilt that appear to 

be of a more secular foundation.953  

 However, this version of history does not remained unchallenged. Nobel Prize winner Ōe 

Kenzaburo rebuffed the idea of a victimized Japan in works such as Okinawa Notes, in which he 

straightforwardly discusses Japanese wartime responsibility for the large number of deaths on the 

island.954 It should also be mentioned that Oe also used memory to rebuff the memory of the 

seemingly untarnishable. By bringing forth another victim, living or dead, a certain emotional 

parity is achieved that allows one to contradict a narrative without directly addressing the factual 

basis or bias of the original. In discourse centered on the Asian Pacific War, this strategy is one 

seen again and again. One needs the perspective of the first person in order to create the 
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emotional impact needed to sway potential readership. Oda Makoto and the anti-Vietnam War 

group, Beheiren ( )), used similar tactics as a means of demonstrating the thin or often 

non-existent line between perpetrator and victim.955  

 

Soldiers’ Postwar Experiences 

 Within the last twenty years, King interviewed multiple Asian-Pacific War veterans, who 

were frequently open about questionable actions in which that they had participated. Several of 

the interviewees stated that they remained psychologically unprepared to confront their trauma, 

but felt compelled to have their memories recorded as soon as possible. Much of this is due to 

the informants’ own sense of impending death and the permanent loss of their memories. For 

several, King’s were not only their first interviews, but also their first discussions of their 

wartime lives. King often found that he had to pause the interviews for extended periods, as the 

informants would suffer from emotional breakdown or exhaustion.956 Yoshino, one of the last 

Japanese survivors of Pearl Harbor, spent most of the postwar period dodging interview requests, 

only acceding to King’s as he believed that he would have no future opportunity to do so.957 

While some survivors, particularly the surviving airmen, tended to be proud of their service and 

were open about this,958 others chose to stay silent about their service due to humility or guilt.959 
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 The narration of memory has a dramatic impact on collective memory. First-hand 

accounts add a level of personhood and emotionality that a simple rendition of the facts cannot  

achieve. This is one of the reasons behind the vibrancy of hibakusha narratives in postwar media, 

as argued by Yokoyama. Because of this emotional resonance, these historical narratives become 

predominant in collective memory.960 In his memoir, Hasegawa Hiroshi wrote that his memories 

of the war consisted of air raids and homelessness. Even the surrender made little impact on his 

exhausted community and he even alleges that those who say otherwise are adding socially 

acceptable artifice to their retellings.961 Additionally, the connection between these memories 

and death adds another layer of psychological death. Acting as a witness to death and 

memorializing one’s forebears are vital aspects of collective memory and identity.962 However, 

accounts from Japanese soldiers have also attained a place in this memorialization of death and 

suffering. Manga artist Mizuki Shigeru created several, sometimes semi-autobiographical, series 

denouncing the war and the actions of the Imperial Army.963 Japanese historian Noda Masāki 

noted that one of his informants, who had been held as a war criminal after the end of the war in 

China, claimed to have felt little guilt immediately after his imprisonment, as he maintained that 

he had merely followed commands and done his duty. However, he later began to feel extreme 

guilt and experienced flashbacks.964 While this man’s post-traumatic stress and guilt were no 

doubt devastating to him as an individual, his personal narrative is subsumed by the larger  

collective memory of the masses of Japanese nationals who never returned from overseas 
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territories.965 These memories, of persons unknown and voiceless unlike repentant, living war 

criminals, are safer to absorb. 

These emotions developed over time and distance from the immediate vicinity of their 

birth. In the 1980’s, many veterans began to publish memoirs and to publicly discuss their 

wartime experience. While some of these narratives contained discussions of both trauma and 

atrocity, many began to be more open about crimes and morally ambiguous acts as the decades 

passed. Part of this was dealing with the trauma psychologically, but there were also concerns 

that they might harm the reputations of their comrades.966 Additionally, psychologist Yoshida 

Yutaka found that many veterans of the war were aware that they were thought to have waged an 

unjust and pointless war and would not likely be viewed sympathetically by others. Many 

suffered from feelings of insecurity and bitterness.967 There also appears to be a similar 

phenomenon tied to gender, as witnessed by Ueno, who noted that, in her interviews with women 

who actively took part in the war effort, there was a perception that they were essentially passive 

victims of a male military force. Women who were active in the women’s mobilization 

movements or colonists believed themselves to be victims of circumstance when sharing their 

narratives. Some even spoke nostalgically of the ‘good old days’ in colonial Korea or Manchuria, 

when they occupied privileged positions. Ueno hypothesized that without the recognition of this 

psychological force, or the shared culpability of the population, the question of wartime 

responsibility would not be resolved.968  
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            In addition, some veterans formed associations after the war called senyukai ( ), 

which acted as both support networks and record-keepers. However, Japanese sociologist 

Takahashi Saburo found that many veterans avoided joining these veterans’ associations due to 

dislike of what such groups may represent.969 Additionally, narratives that Japan was an imperial 

aggressor that committed a number of offenses in their territories are becoming more 

predominant in re-tellings of the war in documentary filmmaking and journalism.970 This may be 

due to the relative newness and controversy of this type of narrative. If the older narratives were 

incorrect or biased, the audience for such films is potentially much more wide. In fictional 

media, this new focus is also becoming apparent. While artists like Mizuki Shigeru had focused 

not only on the trauma of the war in Japan but also in other lands, for much of popular media 

history, this was not the case. In the last few decades, portrayals of war crimes, specifically those 

committed by otherwise sympathetic characters, have become more common. Characters, from 

Mustang in Fullmetal Alchemist and Erwin Smith in Attack on Titan, are also often more likely 

to demonstrate aspects of PTSD (See Figure One), or other reactions to trauma that many older 

pop works had avoided. 

Figure One: Armstrong’s Emotional Breakdown During the Ishval Campaign971 
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Another issue, one that compounds the question of national guilt and the testimony of 

survivors, is the romance of the fallen hero. Those who had died in the conflict are often viewed 

not as potential perpetrators, or even fully rounded human beings, but as fallen heroes whose 

deaths are given meaning by the survival of the polity of Japan. They are looked back upon as 

perfected individuals, whose example should be followed by their descendants. One notable 

instance is the crew of the battleship Yamato, whose dramatic destruction was immortalized in 

photography that shows the ashes of the ship literally ascending into the heavens.972 This scene 

serves as the opening of Japanese Destroyer Captain, a memoir of an officer who survived his 

service in the Japanese Imperial Navy, and whose resurrection serves as the concept between the 

immensely popular series “Battleship Yamato.” A recent popular browser game turned anime, 

Kantai Collection, even personifies the Yamato as an adorable schoolgirl. This depiction seems 

counterintuitive. The Yamato was a massively expensive battleship in a war where aircraft 

carriers became ascendant, demonstrating a problematic level of planning in a conflict where the 

Japanese high command was well-aware that they were working with limited resources, but also 
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experienced a very demoralizing defeat. This narrative allows the trauma of the memory to be 

hidden behind the whitewash of heroism. A waste of resources and lives becomes a shield for 

modern Japan. 

 

Collective Reaction to Defeat 

 In these works, the reflected aspects of collective memory and trauma are the lingering 

repercussions of Japan’s near collapse and total defeat at the end of the Asian-Pacific War that 

resulted in a social upheaval and restructuring of life not seen since the Meiji Restoration less 

than a century before. Social psychologists, war theorists, and historians have noted that Japan, 

like many other modern nation-states, have similar responses. Jubilation in the humiliation of 

leadership, who are scapegoated as being solely responsible for causing the widespread disaster, 

is seen on a wide scale in the population.973 This state of borderline hysteria and glee has been 

described as the ‘Dreamland State’ when first observed in the aftermath of the First World War 

in Germany. In this state, the population views themselves as mislead victims, who are the true 

victors as they survived a brutal and unjust regime bent on national suicide. Many members of 

the general population begin to assert that they were always inwardly opposed towards the old 

government, even when they had seemed outwardly patriotic and supportive.974 Additionally, the 

defeat was not due to a weakness on the part of the population, in either civilian support or the 

acumen of the troops levied from them, but rather due to betrayals of the cause by self-serving, 

high-level interests and underhanded dealings on the part of their opponents.975 Defeat thereby 
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becomes an opportunity to wipe the slate clean and attain a pure state.976 When rapture begins to 

fade, a counter-reactionary and conservative movement follows that often restores the system to 

a pre-war outlook as it is untainted by the corruption of war.977 Conspiracy theory rises 

ascendant.  

 Modern warfare, with battlefields physically distant from the general population but 

emotionally close through mass media, results in a situation where defeat, no matter how slight, 

becomes viewed as an ontological threat.978 Additionally, despite the seemingly complete 

exhaustion of the Second World War, Germany and Japan experienced a sudden hollowness in 

the giddiness following their defeats. In previous examples, such as the American Confederacy 

and post-World War One Germany, terror groups of demobilized soldiers became socially 

ascendant and allowed the war to continue on in a symbolic fight.979 Post-World War Two 

Germany had several of these groups appear; however, with the broadcast of war crimes 

tribunals and the looming bifurcation of the nation, these groups fizzled. In Japan, these groups 

failed to materialize all together on an organized scale. This is not to say that such reactions were 

not possible, as there were written accounts of rejoicing at unfounded rumors that the United 

States had also been targeted with atomic weapons during late August of 1945 and a small cadre 

of young officers attempted to thwart the broadcast of the surrender proclamation.980 

 There appears to be a type of protocol to defeat seen in the four aforementioned 

examples. Trauma seems to be linked to the distance from the front. War scholars as early as the 
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founder of the field, Clausewitz, have noted that when the news of surrender spreads, the 

following hysteria increases exponentially with distance. The most far-flung parts of the state are 

able to retain the hope of victory, no matter how unlikely, the longest. The sudden, and 

psychologically unprepared for, arrival of cold reality collapses their worldview and sparks an 

ontological crisis.981 This panic is followed by a ritual of surrender, a behavior that appears to be 

shared across both time and culture, involving protestation and the projection of 

powerlessness.982 With mass conscription, these performances became diffused across a broader 

population rather than seen in the political elite. After the advent of mass media, these rituals 

were reviewed and witnessed by ever more people over ever lengthening periods of time as 

well.983 The defeats of the Second World War are viewed as the zenith of this ritual, although 

some historians have argued that total defeat merely exhausted the populations to the degree that 

the mental energy needed to sustain ressentiment was lacking and, as a result, will be sublimated 

in new ways.984 

Rise of the New Right 

 In the European context, revenge was a historically legitimate act that had been slowly 

removed from the sphere of the individual rights.985 In Japan, the Tokugawa Shōgunate 

attempted to limit the expression of personal revenge, although, as one can see from the lingering 

popularity of the 47 Ronin, this had not been completely removed from the collective 

imagination. Likely, this will always remain so. Despite outward pretensions, humans are 
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animals whose socially inclined hindbrain demands the return of slights in order to retain status 

and power.986 Of the issues underlying the defeat myths that motivate the national identity of the 

losers, such as the Lost Cause or im Felde unbeseigt, there is the lingering promise of national 

redemption at some distance and on some vague future date.987 The defeated rely on a state of 

unreality, the abovementioned Dreamland State, to avoid confronting the reality of loss and the 

potential of annihilation.988 Notably, the movement into gleeful hysteria that follows defeat is 

typified by the vilification of the wartime leadership and identification with the victors.989 

Germany and Japan both experienced this transition after the war, but, if the process is aborted, 

then catharsis and ressentiment cannot be restored or expunged.990 This fosters the growth of a 

conspiratorial mindset. 

 Some historians and psychologists have hypothesized that one of the reasons that 

Germans proved so willing to participate in, or at least overlook, the destruction of their Jewish 

neighbors was a lingering resentment towards the state’s defeat and humiliation after the Treaty 

of Versailles. Psychologically primed, the population was eager to project their devaluation onto 

others.991 Afterwards, bad acts were either fervently denied, justified on the collective level, or 

placed on the shoulders of wartime leadership.992 Additionally, many of the issues concerning 

guilt in Japan were sidestepped, for example, foreign aid being used as an example of contrition 

when actually designed as a means of ensuring postwar economic revival as well as the use of 
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euphemisms such as fukō no jikan ( ) – which can be translated as ‘an unhappy 

time’.993 Furthermore, in defeat, there is another psychological defense mechanism – the notion 

of nobility in defeat.994 Attempted forgetfulness is another; for example, in a study of survivors 

of the Battle for Okinawa, 76% of women and 55% of men felt that the war had no relevance to 

the present and was best forgotten. Considering that 69% of female and 49% of male survivors 

stated that they continued to lose sleep because of the war, it is clear that while this generation 

believed that their children and grandchildren had forgotten the war, they had not.995 

 The idea of defeat, like other common human experiences like adolescence, possesses a 

type of base narrative. It is linked to the idea of rebirth and redemption.996 Even the viewpoints, 

however, of the loser and those outside remain uneven and disengaged.997 The romanticized 

loser, for example, in the Lost Cause, holds a certain level of seduction.998 Eventually, these 

narratives may become dominant. Some have argued that, due to the lingering and still 

unresolved trauma, Japan has a collectively unhealthy response to trauma and continued social 

alienation that is still detrimental to the nation generations after the end of the hostilities. 

Sociologist Ōsawa Masachi has called the response to the 1995 Earthquake and Sarin Gas Attack 

a state of unreality, or bifurcated time, in several of his works, which mirrors now long-past 

responses to defeat.999 However, others have argued that historians like Eiji Ōguma have begun 

to change this simplistic perception of the war and defeat and are facilitating a greater 
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understanding of nuances and complexity of the period by ushering the narrative away from first-

hand memory and into an analytical perspective.1000 

 

Approaches to Defeat 

 Historiography on the war in Japan has been a source of tense debate. Historian Ienaga 

Saburō engaged in a multi-decade struggle with the Ministry of Education over the teaching of 

the war in public school.1001 In Ienaga’s book, Sensosekinin1002, he noted that there was a 

tendency to conceptualize the war as something beyond human control – a juggernaut that 

dragged the population into war with an inertia of its own.1003 As mentioned above, the trauma of 

the later parts of the war that directly affected Japan tends to possess greater emotional resonance 

among later generations, who can place themselves in the shoes of suffering civilian co-nationals 

better than overseas civilians or soldiers, causing the later period to overshadow the start of the 

Asian-Pacific War.1004 This perspective of inevitability and later tragedy, according to Ienaga, 

allows for the denial that the conflict was the result of decisions made by individuals.1005 Ienaga 

argued that this is an abridgment of moral responsibility, as non-combatant death and suffering 
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are an inevitable consequence of military conflict between states and the responsibility must be 

acknowledged both during the conflict and thereafter.1006 

 Noda noted a similar phenomenon in his own work, stating that the dominant narrative of 

Victim’s History while downplaying atrocities committed by imperial soldiers, who then 

returned to Japan traumatized and silenced, has caused a fracture in collective memory. There are 

too many vectors for the transmission of memory; therefore, no single paradigm could 

completely erase socially unsavory incidents.1007 As a result, writers like the political scientist 

Suzuki Kunio, have argued that Japan should, even at this late date, attempt to undertake an act 

of public national apology to repair the damage caused by unacknowledged collective trauma.1008 

Some have noted that the historical paradigm that placed guilt on a miniscule and elite few 

remains socially seductive, as it diverts blame away from individuals and communities still-

living or living-in-memory.1009 Others have argued that the rhetoric of a postwar Japan rising out 

of the ashes of the war, while affirming, makes discussion of positive aspects of prewar Japan 

taboo and creates an emotionally and unrealistically flat perspective of the period.1010 

 Additionally, the war presents several issues for the historians and social commentators 

of later generations to unpack. Ienaga noted that the attribution of blame to the general 

population is difficult, as the 1930’s saw an ever-encroaching infringement of the state into the 

already limited civil liberties of Japanese civilians. The milieu was one that, for those living in 

the postwar years, was defined by a level of repression that is virtually incomprehensible. 
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Additionally, the control of information during that period was powerful, allowing for a high 

level of manipulation not seen in most contemporary states.1011 Some historians have stated that 

the notion that a limited number of officers and oligarchs were responsible for the Asian Pacific 

War is untenable.1012  

 Some of these historians and critics hold a positive perspective of the Dark Valley period 

and the actions of Japan during the Asian-Pacific War. Takeda Tomohiro, a social critic, has 

argued that even describing the prewar period as a ‘militaristic state’ ( ) ) or Dark 

Valley are misnomers that bely the vibrancy and cultural importance of the era.1013 Others claim 

that the military officers in Manchukuo were military geniuses, who are only underappreciated 

due to a military defeat that was caused by forces beyond their control.1014 Historical 

commentator Kurayama Mitsuru argued that Japan has an inferiority complex towards America 

due to its perceived inevitable loss in the Asian-Pacific War, when he posited instead that Japan 

had a legitimate chance at winning and a logical goal.1015 There is also a variety of commentators 

who view claims of wartime atrocities with skepticism. Relations between Japan and its close 

neighbors have been strained and some have pointed out that reports of wartime tragedy are 

exploited to gain a political advantage.1016 Another historian has argued that reports of atrocities 

are creations by Mao and his government with the goal of obfuscating their own crimes and to 
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manipulate global opinion.1017 Peter Huang, a Japanese-born Taiwanese, argued in one of his 

Japanese language works that China, which he describes as a historical war-monger, is simply 

using history as a cudgel in trade negotiations.1018 This type of revisionist discourse and apologia 

is a natural outgrowth of traumatic loss and can be seen in a number of different cultures. As 

mentioned in Chapter One, the American South experienced a similar surge of revision following 

Reconstruction.  

 

Repercussions of the Dark Valley 

 Out of this struggle for memory, these manga series fall on a spectrum defined by Peace 

Museums and anti-war artists like Mizuki Shigeru on one end and the Netto-uyoku and the artist 

Kobayashi Yoshinori on the other. Commercially successful and critically acclaimed manga 

series and fiction directly concerning the Asian-Pacific War tend to fall on the peace-focused end 

of the spectrum. While Kobayashi’s manga may be commercially successful, some, like Bukh, 

have found that these series are read due to the controversy that surrounds them and not due to 

any overt agreement with his interpretations.1019 1020 However, while the Netto-uyoku and the 

ultra-right revisionists remain a minority in Japan, there has been a recent shift towards 

weakening the strictures of Article Nine. Additionally, popular media in Japan, from Neon 
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Genesis Evangelion to Shin-Gojira, has demonstrated an increasing distrust of traditional 

authorities and the state but a growing admiration for the JSDF1021 and rebel technocrats. 

 Shin-Gojira, like the popular series High School of the Dead, demonstrates a distrust in 

the reliability of Japan’s Security Treaty with the United States and the goodwill of its neighbors. 

While few would argue that the creators of these movies, manga, and TV series are friends of the 

Abe administration or the prior Koizumi government, they promote a worldview that is 

sympathetic towards the argument that Japan is under threat and needs a strong military. But, the 

taboo against the Japanese military dates from the Dark Valley and Japan’s catastrophic defeat. 

Without reimagining the era and the military of the period, it may be difficult to convince the 

general public in Japan to place their trust in a more aggressive Self Defense Force.  

 However, these three manga series have reframed the actions of the radical young 

officers of the Dark Valley period as heroic and necessary. The settings of these series, while 

fantastic, mirror the tensions of the 1930’s – economic hardship, the perceived hostility and 

encroachment of powerful neighbors, and an authoritarian state structure controlled by a venal 

and detached elite. The trauma and horror of conflict are embodied by living, thinking beings 

who can expound on their existence and history to the reader-insert protagonists, thereby making 

the unthinkable concrete, clearly defined, and, most importantly, conquerable. These monsters, 

and the elite that spawned them, are thoroughly defeated in a cathartic exercise at the climax of 

the series. The two series, Fullmetal Alchemist and Claymore, that, as of the time of this work, 

have ended do so on a vague, hopeful note. Fullmetal Alchemist has brief, virtually dialogue free 

scenes of the major characters several years in the future marrying their sweethearts or rebuilding 

Ishval. Claymore ends with Claire, Raki, and the other surviving Claymores looking off into the 
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distant sunset. This is perhaps unsurprising. The results of the actual Dark Valley are clear, but 

the counterfactual what-if of its success is less so.   

 While it is unlikely that the creators of these series, with the probable exception of 

Isayama, sought to reimagine the Dark Valley Period and the acts of radical young officers who 

planned and perpetrated the Manchurian Incident, the February 26th Incident, and the 

innumerable assassinations and intimidations of that era, the constant debate concerning the 

period is one that is omnipresent in the cultural ether. The romance of young officers, fighting 

against of a corrupt elite, is one that would naturally draw in readers after decades of recession 

and high levels of youth unemployment. While it is yet to be seen whether this narrative, of the 

young officer as a savior, will result in the large number of young readers shifting their 

sympathies towards rearmament, the popularity of these series show that the concept itself is 

readily consumed. By placing this reimagined Dark Valley into a fantasy world, where the 

officers rise victorious, symbolically redeems the era, the rhetoric of Imperial Japan’s expansion, 

and its radical officers. This imaginary Dark Valley playacts a world where young radical 

military officers are the heroes they believed themselves to be. Nearly fifty years after Mishima 

Yukio enacted his suicidal reproduction of the Dark Valley, fantasy manga continues to play on 

the same theme. 
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