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A Spatial Implication of the Concept of the Modern Era:

Views and Perspectives on Modern Historical Geographies

KOMEIE Taisaku

This paper reconsiders modern historical geographies through a fundamental question: How is the
modern era defined in historical geography? This query is often overlooked in Japan because it has
adopted a common periodisation of the modern era, that is, the period from the Meiji Restoration in
the 1860s until the collapse of the Japanese Empire in 1945. Departing from this manner of periodi-
sation, this paper reviews how the concept of the modern, especially in contradistinction to the an-
cient or pre-modern period, was constructed spatially in and around Japan, and investigates the
relationships between temporality and spatiality. Normally, periodisation is deeply connected with
spatiality in that it is generally defined not globally but only within a particular country or region.
The sense of time with a single historical axis from the ancient to the modern era depends on the
supposition of a particular enduring geographical unit. This locational temporality, which supposes
different flows of time in different geographies, is an important precondition for imaginative geographies:
the spatial relationships of a modern civilized we and the ancient primitive others.

The case of Japanese modern imaginative geographies shows us how the concept of the modern
evolved with that of the ancient through a temporal and spatial connection. One of the earliest cases
of the ancient others in and around Japan are found in the representations of the Ainu people as joko-
no-tami (an ancient people) at the northern colonial frontier in the eighteenth century, as well as the
inland mountain dwellers in the early nineteenth century. Paradoxically, they were not only regarded
as the others who maintained a subsistence economy strange to the contemporary Japanese, but they
were also represented as the ancient Japanese people themselves. These peripheral peoples were
not the complete extraneous others but real substitutes for an ancient ourselves, who were understood
to be at the origin of the temporal axis in the national history of Japan. Further, owing to the expan-
sion of Japanese imperialism, colonial Korea came to be represented as ancient Japan itself in the
early twentieth century. In becoming so, colonial Korea was subsumed into the space and time Japan
had already experienced and was forced to follow the Japanese history of modernization. These cases
of Japanese imaginative geographies suggest that, from the eighteenth century onward, a sense of
the modern ourselves developed through a relationship between spatiality and temporality.

Key words: periodisation, imaginative geography, ancient era, colonialism



