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A Fragile Relationship
The parallel, perilous histories of China and Japan 
by edward s. steinfeld

A
t a time  when the United States 
is preoccupied with its relations 
with virtually everyone else in 
the world, it is worth being re-

minded that other nations have their own 
relationships with one another. As Ezra 
Vogel, Ford professor of the social sciences 
emeritus, so brilliantly argues in his latest 
book, China and Japan: Facing History, probably 
no other bilateral relationship comes close 
to combining the mixture of profound cul-
tural affinity, intense national rivalry, and 
long-term geopolitical import found in that 
between China and Japan. Given his unpar-
alleled knowledge of the language, culture, 
and society of both nations, Vogel is unique-
ly positioned to tell this story. He is, after all, 
one of the few scholars ever to have written 
pioneering books about each society—Japan 
as Number One: Lessons for America (1979) and 
Deng Xiaoping and the Transformation of China 
(2013)—that also achieved best-seller sta-

tus within each society. With China and Japan: 
Facing History, Vogel now turns to the inter-
action between these two great societies.

As the book makes clear, Japan and China 
for more than 1,500 years have shared bonds 
of deep cultural interconnection and mutual 
learning. At the height of premodern cosmo-
politanism during the Tang Dynasty (618-906 
c.e.), Buddhism, Confucianism, and written 
language (Chinese pictographs) all made 
their way from China to Japan. The vector 
was neither war nor conquest, but instead a 
small number of individuals in the cultural 
sphere: Japanese monks who had studied in 
Chang’an, the great Tang capital at the east-
ern end of the Silk Road; Koreans situated 
geographically between the two great cul-
tures and accustomed to navigating both; 
and a select few Chinese monks and crafts-
people who had made their way to Japan. 

A thousand years later, during the May 
4th Movement (1919), the great intellectual 

burgeoning considered by many Chinese to 
be their nation’s first modern moment, the 
flow of ideas would persist, albeit in the re-
verse direction. So many of the era’s leading 
lights—including the writer Lu Xun and two 
of the co-founders of the Chinese Communist 
Party, Chen Duxiu and Li Dazhao—all spent 
key formative years in Japan. It was there that 
they witnessed Meiji-
era Japan’s standing up 
to the West, thanks to a 
strong state, a powerful 
military, and a citizenry 
galvanized by national-
ism. While in Japan they were also able to be 
inspired by a Japanese society far more liberal, 
vibrant, and open to ideas—including many 
from the West—than anything comparable 
back in China. 

If only cultural cross-pollination de-
scribed the totality of the Sino-Japanese ex-
perience. But as Vogel’s book painstakingly 
describes, the two nations are just as inex-
tricably linked through calamitous violence, 
bloodshed, and subjugation. Bookended by 
the years 1895 and 1945, each society through 
its interaction with the other suffered dev-
astating civilizational defeat.

Loss came first to the Chinese, who in 
their stunning defeat by Japan in the Sino-
Japanese War of 1894-95 would suffer not 
only the indignity of territorial loss—the 
ceding of Taiwan to the growing Japanese 
empire—but more existentially, the total 
collapse of their age-old system of domes-
tic governance and social control. Within 
20 years of the 1895 defeat, the last Chinese 
emperor had abdicated, Confucian society 
lay in shambles, and the country had split 
apart into warlord-run fiefdoms.

Into the breach surged an increasingly 
militarized and imperially ambitious Ja-
pan, first colonizing Taiwan and Korea in 
1895 and 1905 respectively, then establish-
ing a vassal state in Manchuria in 1931, and 
finally invading and occupying all of coast-

thing. At a time he thinks is especially frac-
tured politically, in which people can com-
fortably avoid opinions or world-views they 
don’t like, he finds the mission especially im-
portant. During his concerts, he does what 

comes naturally: bringing people together, 
often literally, in the form of a conga line.

What comes after? He’s still figuring it 
out. Pink Martini isn’t a protest band, but it 
hasn’t totally shaken its politically minded 

past. “Ideally,” he said, “there will be a mo-
ment where everybody comes to the table 
and we start listening to each other and 
try to figure out a way together through 
all this.”

Ezra Vogel, China and 
Japan: Facing History 
(Harvard University 
Press, $39.95)

Chinese refugees stream through the 
wrecked streets of Chongqing, heavily 
bombed by the Japanese from 1938 to 1943 
during the Second Sino-Japanese War.C
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al China in 1937. The ensuing eight years of 
war would cost China roughly three million 
soldiers and 18 million civilians killed, and 
perhaps 100 million people displaced.

In 1945, having expended so much blood 
and treasure in its attempted subjugation 
of China, Japan would meet its own dev-
astating defeat. Nobody, least of all Vogel, 
suggests a moral equivalence between Chi-
nese and Japanese losses during this period, 
but again, the human toll is jaw-dropping. 
It is estimated that more than three million 
Japanese died during what in effect was the 
second Sino-Japanese War (1937-45). Almost 
a million of those casualties were civilians. 

Yet as Vogel points out in an invaluable 
chapter on Japan’s colonization of Taiwan 
and Manchuria, this period of subjuga-
tion was about more 
than just violence and 
destruction. Indeed, it 
generated its own pe-
culiar forms of inter-
societal connectedness. 
Manchuria in the first 
decades of the twenti-
eth century became in 
the Japanese conscious-
ness what the “Wild 
West” had become in 

the American imagination a century earli-
er, a place to escape the constraints of home 
and begin life afresh. By 1937, roughly 270,000 
Japanese farmers had settled in Manchuria. 
Still more Japanese populated the colony’s 
administrative offices, businesses, and ex-
tensive railway operation. By 1940, roughly 
850,000 Japanese were living in Manchu-
ria, meaning that families throughout Ja-
pan even today need not trace far back in 
history to find direct and highly personal 
links to China. Vogel notes the fairly typi-
cal example of Boston Symphony Orchestra 
director Seiji Ozawa, D. Mus. ’00, who was 
born in Shenyang in 1935, and spent the first 
nine years of his life in Manchuria. 

The Chinese, too, found ways to adapt and 
interrelate as they navigated life under Japa-

nese rule. In Taiwan, the 
best local students were 
sent to universities in Ja-
pan, preparation for sub-
sequent careers in Japa-
nese-run businesses or 
in the colonial admin-
istration itself. Indeed, 
as Vogel points out, lo-
cally born Taiwanese 
administrators—ethnic 
Chinese—were sent to 
Manchuria to help set 
up the Japanese colonial 
government there, and 
subsequently, to support 
the wider Japanese occu-
pation after 1937. During 
the war years, numerous 

Chinese men in both Taiwan and Manchuria 
ended up serving in the Japanese armed forc-
es. Lee Teng-hui, president of the Republic of 
China on Taiwan (and chairman of the ruling 
Kuomintang Party) from 1988 to 2000, served 
in his young adulthood as a second lieutenant 
in the Imperial Japanese Army during World 
War II. Lee’s father had been an administra-
tor in the Japanese colonial police force on 
Taiwan, and his brother died in the service 
of the Imperial Japanese Navy during the war. 

Richard Kennelly seeks  a poem he saw 
in the late ’70s, perhaps in The Atlantic 
Monthly, in which an older man muses 
about a youth who has a motorcycle; that 
causes him to recall his own past and the 
wild rush of riding horses. Kennelly re-
members the phrases “The neighbor’s 
boy” (or “son”), “A bum in boots they call 
him,” and “The smell of horse sweat.”

Mark Saltveit submits  two palin-
dromes—Aspice nam raro mittit timor arma, 
nec ipsa / Si se mente reget, non tegeret Nem-
esis—that begin an elegiac Latin poem con-

sisting of 58 palindromes attacking Duke 
Karl of Sudermannland (a.k.a. Charles IX 
of Sweden). Saltveit writes that the poem 
“is (impossibly) ascribed to Johannes a 
Lasco and likely Polish,” and hopes some-
one can identify the true author, or original 
source. (His friend William Berg translates 
those opening lines as: “Consider: for fear 
doesn’t send arms to everyone, nor 
does / Nemesis herself cover a man, if he 
rules himself with his mind.”)

“and drinking claret”  (May-June). San-
dra Opdycke was the first reader to rec-

ognize these slightly misremembered lines 
from the first book of Stephen Vincent 
Benét’s epic poem, John Brown’s Body. They 
appear in the section that introduces 
Sally Dupré, and describe her father: “And 
he died as he lived, with an air, on cred-
it, / In his host’s best shirt and a Richmond 
garret, / Talking to shadows and drinking 
claret.”

Send inquiries and answers to Chapter 
and Verse, Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138, or via email to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Correspondence on not-so-famous lost words
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Apollo 11,  
Up Close and 
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An exhibition in 
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A Japanese print by 
Suzuki Kwasson 
depicting a Chinese 
defeat during the First 
Sino-Japanese War 
(1894-95)—one of the 
wounds dividing the 
neighbor nations
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While Vogel appropriately resists judg-
ing these experiences, he performs great 
scholarly service in simply reporting them. 
Considered embarrassing or even scandal-
ous by constituencies on both sides of the 
Japan-China divide today, these experiences 
have largely been erased from the histori-
cal narratives of both nations. The silence, 
however, underscores the sensitivity of the 
feelings involved, the depth of the psychic 
wounds, and the degree to which so much 
of this shared history remains unresolved. 

The history of rivalry, particularly the 
trauma of the period from 1895 to 1945, con-
tinues to cast a long shadow over Sino-Japa-
nese relations today. The two nations remain 
locked in a territorial dispute over islands 
in the Sea of Japan (East China Sea). Many 
Chinese today resent what they feel is Japan’s 
unwillingness to acknowledge, let alone take 
full responsibility for, atrocities committed 
against Chinese citizens during World War 
II. Many Japanese resent what they feel is 

the Chinese government’s encouragement of 
anti-Japanese xenophobia, and they fear Chi-
na’s growing military might. In turn, many 
Chinese now accuse Japan of remilitarizing. 
The cycle of enmity persists.

Vogel’s work acknowledges all of this, and 
goes a long way to explaining it. But there is 
an equally important theme running through 
much of China and Japan: Facing History. Both 
nations—Japan since the middle of the nine-
teenth century, and China since the begin-
ning of the twentieth—have been engaged 
in a self-aware and society-wide process of 
modernization. For both nations, this in es-
sence has involved responding to an existen-
tially challenging model posed by the West: 
the triumvirate of a strong state capable of 
projecting power, a strong nation galvanized 
by a common identity, and a strong indus-
trial system energized by the Promethean 
power of state-of-the-art technology.

By virtually any measure—wealth, power, 
prosperity—Japan and China by the twenty-

first century had navigated their way to suc-
cess. For all the trauma experienced along 
the way, they had done so time and again by 
engaging in what Vogel in earlier works has 
termed a “group-directed quest for knowl-
edge.” Both nations have demonstrated—and 
continue to demonstrate—a sublime capac-
ity for society-wide learning, most often from 
practices observed abroad. What is more, 
they translate such learning into purposive 
and highly aspirational efforts at society-wide 
renewal, redefinition, and re-creation. From 
our own defensive crouch in the present era 
of “Making America Great Again,” we could 
do worse than open ourselves up to gleaning 
lessons from such an approach. 

Edward S. Steinfeld ’88, Ph.D. ’96, is Swearer direc-
tor of the Thomas J. Watson Institute for Internation-
al and Public Affairs and Dean’s professor of China at 
Brown University. He reviewed Vogel’s biography of 
Deng Xiaoping in the September-October 2011 Har-
vard Magazine.

A L U M N I

Are Mushrooms 
the New Meat? 

Two agricultural entrepreneurs hope so. 

by nell porter brown

On the western side  of Mar-
tha’s Vineyard, a dirt road 
winds past secluded summer 
homes with ocean views and 

then dead-ends at an eerie sight: 45,000 
oak logs stacked in crosshatch formations 
under a canopy of trees. In the nearby lot, 
young men with chainsaws and a Bobcat are 
cutting felled trees and piling up more logs, 
while inside a passive-solar-fueled green-
house, Tucker Pforzheimer ’13 inspects the 
latest fruits of these labors.

“Put your finger right there,” he says. 
“Do you feel the gill? And you feel the end 
is curled? That’s a pretty perfect cap. You 
should take a bite.” He slices off the firm, nu-
tritious shiitake that in five weeks has grown 
to the size of a doorknob, and hands it over. 
“It’s kind of special having it off the log.”

And it really is. The 
flavor—an earthy nutti-
ness laced with garlic—is 
surprisingly rich, almost 
creamy. The mushroom is 
chewable, with a  springy 
texture resembling meat. 
That’s part of the plan, 
too. “What we’re doing,” 
Pforzheimer says of MV 
Mycological, which he 
runs with business partner 
and friend Truman French 
’13, “is replicating as closely 
as we can the wild environ-
ment of a shiitake, to bring 
you a product that tastes like it would if you 
had gathered it in the forests of East Asia, as 
opposed to a very generic, watered-down 

version of this great mushroom that is basi-
cally all that everybody knows in the U.S.”

The young entrepreneurs actually met 

Truman French and Tucker Pforzheimer amid stacks of prime 
shiitake-growing oak logs at their Martha’s Vineyard  farm
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