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The written word is not faring well in Ja- 
pan. But the problem is not that the mass 
of Japanese are badly schooled or illiter- 
ate, writes Miyoshi, a professor of litera- 
ture at the University of California, San 
Diego. In Japan, the written word is suffer- 
ing because intellectuals and academics 
are abandoning it for the spoken word. 

In the pages of scholarly journals and 
the few remaining serious journals of opin- 
ion, essays are being crowded out by inter: 
views (intabyii), dialogues (taidan), panel 
discussions before an audience (toron), 
and round-table talks (zadankai). And 
more and more of Japan's new books are 
merely collections of these transcribed 
"conversations." This "group talk-think," 
Miyoshi argues, cripples critical thought: 
"One does not think alone, or rather one 
does not think so much as circulate sug- 
gestions. . . . The art of conversation con- 
sists of a sensitivity to the flow of the 
group's desire, inclination, 
and mood. Ignorance and 
error do not matter much; 
they simply provide a blank 
for others to fill in as a ges- 
ture of grace and coopera- 
tion. . . . If there is warmth 
in the group, it can stand in 
for intellectual rigor." 

Miyoshi has other criti- 
cisms of Japanese "conver- 
sationalism" [see box]. He 
sees its rise as part of a 
larger system of social con- 
trol meant to ensure social 
consensus. It is nothing 
less, he asserts, than "pur- 
chased talk" for most Japa- 
nese, who, because the 
quality of life in Tokyo and 
other cities has been delib- 
erately degraded, no longer 
have much opportunity to 
exchange ideas and opin- 
ions among themselves. 

Lest American intellectu- 

als begin congratulating themselves, 
Miyoshi cautions that they too have suc- 
cumbed to a form of "conversationalism": 
the endless chatter of meetings, confer- 
ences, and workshops. "What is fascinat- 
ing," says Miyoshi, "is that in many of 
these meetings, conversations simply fail 
to take place. The participants behave al- 
most in contrast to their Japanese counter- 
parts; they adhere to their written texts, 
hardly ever deviating from prepared lec- 
tures." There is no meeting of minds or 
alteration of views, just the endless (over) 
refinement of positions. American intellec- 
tuals, he observes, "have a defensive isola- 
tionist resistance against exchange and in- 
tercourse; they need their own brilliance 
to be left unquestioned." 

Obviously, the American-style confer- 
ence is no antidote to the Japanese 
zadankai, Miyoshi says. Intellectuals in 
both countries need to change their ways. 

'Inch-Long' Thoughts 
Conversationalism "has come to infect the general style 
and substance of written discourse" in Japan, Masao 
Miyoshi writes in Raritan. 

The fragmented and paratactic nature of the conversational 
form hasbecome a feature of current cultural conditions in 
general. A person who habitually participates in zadankai 
thinks and writes in a similar fashion when he or she indeed 
must write. Japanese writing style may be undergoing a radi- 
cal change lately, and whether the change is a cause or 
effect, conversationalism is the dominant mode. Writers feel 
free to make assertions without much attempt to back them 
up with hard evidence. As in a conversation, they assume a 
pervasive consent and approval. If faced with disagreement, 
they can always apologize or forget. Thus the colloquial for- 
mulaic disclaimers-"I am not an expert on this, but.  . . ," 
or "I don't have enough time now, but. . . ," or "I await your 
guidance and correction, should I prove to be in egregious 
errorLare  unselfconsciously utilized as if the rhetorical ali- 
bis were sufficient excuses, or substitutes, for non-argu- 
ments. Views and opinions tend to be no more than random 
thoughts (sunpy6, or "inch-long comments"; dansti, or "frag- 
mentary ideas"), respectable only because they emanate 
from respectable masters. 
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