
















256 Katsue Akiba Reynolds 

Despite the difference in their social background and their age, 
they were bonded in terms of their intellectual interests and 
mamtained a relationship of camaraderie through letter writing. 
They never met in person. 

Boku was not of course a monopoly of the political radicals. It 
was widely used by samurai intellectuals regardless of their 
ideology. In addition to the type of samurai-scholars represented 
by Shoin, there were other types: nonpolitical samurai-scholars, 
who were interested in learning in its own right, and those who 
found their values in artistically creative fields, such as poetry and 
painting, in the social space between the samurai and the 
commoners. They were all in need of mutual stimulation and 
networking, and they depended on letters. _ 

I have found boku in the letters written between Ohashi Totsuan 
(1816-1862) and Kusumoto Tanzan (1816-1883), who were both 
interested in the Neo-Confucian philosophy of Chu Hsi. To 
Yoshimura Shiiyo (1797-1866) and Ikeda Soan (1813-1878), 
scholars of the Yang Ming Confucian philosophy, however, 
Totsuan wrote somewhat distantly with a more traditional self­
reference form shOsei. Ikeda Soan developed closer relationships 
with Hayashi Ryosai (1806-1849), a scholar of an applied 
philosophy of Yang Ming. They exchanged letters frequently 
using boku. 

The examples above bring us back to Brown and Gilman (1960): 
the sense of camaraderie does not necessarily develop by frequent 
contact but it depends on "whether contact results in the 
discovery or creation of the like-mindedness" (258). Boku did not 
certainly denote 'solidarity' but it had performative force of 
creating a sense of camaraderie, which accommodated the need of 
the samurai scholars, the forerunners of modern intellectuals. 

Postscript 

It is now clear why boku had such an appeal to young intellectuals 
of the post-Restoration period. Samurai words had to go together 
with the feudalism, and boku a self-reference form associated with 
the meaning of solidarity has become a symbol of modern 
intellectuals. As it has spread to the entire nation, however, the 
ambiguous nature of bolCu has become apparent. The use of boku 
inspires, on one hand, a sense of status as an intellectual male. On 
the other hand, it has taken on a sense of immaturity or 
dependence. 

Ueno Chizuko (1986), a feminist sociologist, has challenged 
male intellectuals who use boku in their writings; young girls have 
attempted to "highjack" boku, the symbol of continuing male 
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supremacy; Bokutte nani (What Am I?), a novel depicting a young 
man entirely dependent on the assistance and guidance of his 
mother and his girlfriend, was awarded the Akutagawa Prize for 
successfully portraying an average young man in postmodern 
Japan.3 The future of boku is unpredictable. 

Notes 

1. Quotation from Marx's German Ideology in Karatani (1993), 71. 
2. Karatani Kojin (1993, 1999) has expressed a similar view, criticizing 

the "phonocentric ideology of language" in particular reference to the 
importance of kanbun for Japanese modern novelists. 

3. ThiS novel by Mita Masahiro was first published in Bungei in 1977 and 
was awarded the Akutagawa Prize. 
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