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DEMOCRATISM

This booklet comprises a series of public
interventions in Tokyo and a context-specific
essay, realized by writer Vincent W.J. van Ger-
ven Oei and visual artist Jonas Staal during a
“Creator in Residence” working period at Tokyo
Wonder Site Aoyama, Tokyo, Japan. The title
“Democratism” refers to the ambiguous status
of the concept of democracy in the Japanese
language (minshushugi) as an “-ism” (-shugi),
just like capitalism, relativism, or marxism. This
fact makes the concept of “democracy,” which
Western countries often propound as the final
and perfect product of occidental intellectual
development, just one of the many options the
Japanese can choose from to be enacted.

It reduces a “unique” and “civilized” concept to
a mere multiplicity of rules, opinions, and strat-
egies for communication.

The public interventions consist of five
reenactments of more and less known histori-
cal forms of Western protest. The main focus
of this project is the act of recreating these
protests in the context of Tokyo, through the
translation of the slogans of these protests into
Japanese, and their reenactment by individual
Japanese citizens. The selection of these ac-
tions was based on their capacity of question-
ing the properties of their own formal appear-
ance, style, and language. The clearest example
to illustrate this criterion with, is a protest from
the Netherlands against a governmental ban
on protests in 1966: protesters walked on the
street with blank banners, thereby reducing the
act of protesting to its absolute minimum.

The reason for choosing and reenacting these
forms of “minimal protest,” is their doubly criti-
cal potential. On the one hand, they introduce
strategies that can be deployed to claim their
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own territory: the protests can be read as
temporary islands within the urban landscape,
dominated by the omnipresent architecture
and commercial signs that fight a continuous
battle for the little unoccupied space that is
left. The reenactments counter, in a purely
individual way - as no massive social change,
only existential satisfaction, is to be expected
from them - the nonstop flow of frantic mes-
sages, and demand focus from an individual
point of view: a claim that should be read as an
act of resistance in itself. On the other hand,
the one-person reenactments of protests of
an originally larger scale formulate a critique
on the form of contemporary protest formats
in the Western democracies. The wandering
quality of the performances that take place in
and around Tokyo also stresses the problematic
locations usually chosen for Western demon-
strations, which only function on a symbolic
level; banks are attacked as if they physically
housed “our money,” and protests are held in
front of parliaments, as if there was any “real
power” in them. In contemporary Western so-
ciety, the “design” of a protest is not necessar-
ily a communal one: the protesters usually be-
come actors in someone else’s scheme, while
presuming to voice their “own” opinion. All five
reenactments accept these observations as a
premise for their functioning.
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1.1 AM A MAN
(Memphis, USA: 1968)

A cord, hanging around the neck of the men, is
attached to a paper sign. The sign features the
capitalized text “I am a man” with the verb “am”
underlined. The sign was carried to demand equal
treatment of all Americans, black or white. The
protesters were blocked by National Guardsmen
and accompanied by a procession of military
tanks.The slogan “l am a man” seems to state that
ethnicity should never be a reason for treating
human beings unequally, and the different skin
color of the protesters should not qualify them as
being less human than anyone else.

Performed by Atsushi Satake. Flyers containing
abovementioned text and image were distributed
by the performer.
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2. KAPITALISMUS
(Berlin, Germany: March 28, 2009)

A paper sign glued on a piece of cardboard, with

a wooden pole attached to the back. The layout

and symbols on the paper suggest the style of a
funeral card, mourning a deceased. The deceased is
supposedly “Kapitalismus” (capitalism). The big black
cross suggests a relation between the Christian
religion and the capitalist system. The text above the
cross reads: “Seine Zeit / war gekommen” (His time
/ had come). The poem below the cross is based on
a text common to funeral cards. It can be translated
as follows: “After a short and heavy illness / he has
been released from his suffering. // The funeral will
take place / amidst his closest of kin. // We kindly
request to refrain / from letters of condolence.”

The sign was carried during a demonstration in
Berlin against a conference of the G20, a group of
finance ministers and central bank governors from
the twenty largest economies, who in this case are
supposed to represent capitalism worldwide.

Performed by Hiroko Nakamura. Flyers containing
abovementioned text and image were distributed by
Vincent van Gerven Oei.
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3. FREE TIBET

(Date and location unknown)

On the mouth mask, the words “Free Tibet!” are writ-
ten in lower case letters. The woman seems to wear
the mask on the occasion of a demonstration for

the cause of a free state of Tibet, or related (human
rights) issue. It is not clear whether the woman
usually wears a mouth mask, but it is probable that
this is not the case. The mouth mask seems to
indicate a form of censorship on the woman’s behalf,
representing supposed censorship in Tibet by the
Chinese goverment.

Performed by Chiemi Tsuji. Flyers containing abo-
vementioned text and image were distributed by the
performer.
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4.2/11
(Amsterdam, The Netherlands: November 2, 2004)

The cardboard sign is probably attached to the
wooden pole with duct tape. The numbers “2” and
“11” on the sign commemorate the date of death of
a well known Dutch film maker, Theo van Gogh, who
was shot and stabbed to death by a radical muslim
on November 2, 2004. The sign was carried during
a “noise protest” on one of the central squares of
Amsterdam. This event took place on the evening of
the day that the film maker was murdered. The way
this date is presented seems to refer to “9-11,” the
shorthand for the September 11 attacks by al-Oaeda
upon the World Trade Center in New York. The sign
thus suggests that the murder of Theo Van Gogh
has an importance in the history of the Netherlands
similar to the attacks on the Twin Towers for the
United States.

Performed by Junshin Soga. Flyers containing
abovementioned text and image were distributed by
Vincent van Gerven Oei.
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5. BLANK PROTEST
(Amsterdam, The Netherlands: July 1, 1966)

The white sheet, probably a bed cover sheet, is
raised by two men as a protest against the ban on
protest signs in Amsterdam. The fact that they were
arrested by the police suggests that the ban was not
only directed at protest signs with an actual slogan
or statement written on them, but at effectively all
objects that could potentially be used to carry such
a slogan or statement.

Performed by Atsushi Satake and Junshin Soga.
Flyers containing abovementioned text and image
were distributed by Vincent van Gerven Oei.
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Promulgated November 3, 1946

“The Self Defense Forces are unconstitutional. You are unconstitutional, t0o.”

Yukio Mishima

As all writing is writing that aims to conquer a territory outside of itself, to de-
scribe a state and reinscribe it into the discourse of art, philosophy, science, all that
remains of the alleged sources it drains its fuel from are mere suggestions, sugges-
tions that we know to be the leftovers from countless translations.

A few weeks before the final defeat of Japan in the Second World War, the allied
leaders Winston Churchill, Harry S. Truman, and Chiang Kai-shek issued the “Proc-
lamation Defining Terms for Japanese Surrender” during a conference in Potsdam:
“The Japanese government shall remove all obstacles to the revival and strengthen-
ing of democratic tendencies among the Japanese people. Freedom of speech, re-
ligion, and of thought, as well as respect for the fundamental human rights shall be
established.” The Japanese prime minister at that time, Suzuki Kantaro, dismissed
the declaration during a press conference with the word mokusatsu, meaning any-
thing from “treating with contempt” to “withholding comment,” or even “remaining
in wise silence.” A literal translation of its two kanji characters would be “silence-
kill.” But the word was translated by the press as “not worthy of comment,”' and
this unfortunately unambiguous translation only accelerated the allied decision to
drop the two atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Japan surrendered, and the
American General MacArthur was installed to oversee the occupation of Japan until
1951, abolish the army, and rewrite the constitution, a constitution thus ultimately
founded upon “the world’s most tragic translation.”

Although both European countries and the United States have created and de-
stroyed nations throughout their respective histories, the creation of a capitalist
liberal democracy has never been considered as succesful as in Japan?. The Japa-
nese Constitution was drafted during 1946 mainly by officers Milo Rowell and Court-
ney Whitney, to serve as the foundation for the post-war constitutional monarchy of
Japan. Thus, the legal foundation for the post-war Japanese society provided by the
so-called Peace Constitution proved to be a foundation that was

1. based on an imposed translation, a translation of liberal values onto a
perceivedly non-liberal society: Western principles of democracy and human
rights transplanted onto a “military” society;

2. conceived as an amendment, a supplement, to the Meiji Constitution of 1889,
in accordance with the provisions stated in the latter’s Article 73 and as such
never an independent, fundamental law: not an imperial law, but an imperialist
law; and

3. supposed to be replaced within a decennium and as such permanently in
suspension, for in a secret memo sent by Rowell to the US Secretary of State



during the drafting process, he suggested that within ten years after the US
drafted constitution, a “new constitution” was to be “enacted®.” But this has
never happened.

The Japanese Constitution constitutes a writing occupying foreign territory. Its
writers have left the mainland, and retreated to Okinawa, its content is a translation
of the remainders of imperialism that we see scattered around not only in Japan,
but also in other liberated nations such as Iraq and Afghanistan, who are similarly
forced to found their countries on borrowed words. In English, the Japanese consti-
tution speaks to us against an army, yet produces a military without war potential,
protecting the international waters, and keeping peace around the world. In English,
it speaks of democracy, yet produces a system very unlike the democratic system
that we consider our own. In English, this prime example of translated constitutions
speaks with force which in no way acknowledges its surplus, doubled, facultative
status. So how can |, | who want to write, update this constitution for the Japanese
people, amend its language so that it escapes from translation back to the English of
the Western world, so that this translation will find its place and will humbly remain
silent...:

Article 9.

1. Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order,
the Japanese people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation
and the threat or use of force as means of settling international disputes.

2. In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and
air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right
of belligerency of the state will not be recognized.

! “Mokusatsu: One Word, Two Lessons,” (Alexandre Kojeve, Introduction to
in NSA Technical Journal Articles, Vol. the Reading of Hegel, ed. Alan Bloom,
Xlll, No. 4, Fall 1968. http://www.nsa. trans. James H. Nichols, Jr. [Ithaca:
gov/public_info/_files/tech_journals/ Cornell University Press, 1980], 162n).
mokusatsu.pdf (accessed March 31, In this sense, all the instabilities touched
2009) upon in this brief essay are or will be

% Japan is on the one hand often equally applicable to what constitutes
considered to be a proof and the ideal the occidental world.
of a succesful implementation of 3 Memorandum from Lt. Col. Milo Rowell
western liberal democracy in a non- to the U.S. Secretary of State,
western country, and on the other January 11, 1946.

hand, in the words of the French
Marxist philosopher Alexandre Kojéve,
it “seems to allow one to believe that
the...interaction between Japan and the
Western World will finally lead not to a
rebarbarization of the Japanese but to a

‘Japanization’ of the Westerners...”
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