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Our present-day globalisation does not represent an unprecedented historical event, at least if we consider it a phenomenon that draws the world into a state of greater connectedness and interdependence. In fact, forms of worldwide connectedness and interdependence – such as modernisation, industrialisation or colonialism – can be found in the past as well. A common feature of all of these forms of globalisation is the threat they pose to culture and identity, since they differ dramatically from past human experience. Not unlike what happened to those living in times of modernisation, industrialisation or colonialism, historians today are called upon to look at the different responses that formulate this new global phenomenon in terms of culture and identity, as well as to re-examine the past in light of current events. Thus, even though globalisation is still underway, historiography has provided different tools to both interpret the present and re-examine the past.
Global history or (as Patrick O’Brien calls it) the “restoration of global history” is one result of such activity. When possible, it offers a method and a framework that allows one to “construct negotiable meta-narratives”. For historians specialising in East Asia, examining the various micro-histories within and between East Asian societies entails numerous complications, such as the need to constantly re- formulate a vocabulary to interpret and narrate these histories. Thus, they should reconsider the value and meaning of micro-histories in terms of negotiable meta- narratives. In fact, by focusing on reading the particular language used by a given East Asian population to represent themselves and the outside world, we gain access to various inflections of global phenomena, in both the present and the past.
This paper addresses Japan’s interaction with modernity originating in the West and its reverberation at the nation’s peripheries, especially Okinawa. In this paper, I will (1) delineate how some Japanese scholars interpreted Okinawa from the perspective of Japan’s interaction with modernity, and (2) examine how Okinawa’s interaction with modernity was perceived by local scholars. Finally, I will (3) consider how attempts by both Japan and its periphery to construct their own version of modernity were thwarted by dominant Euro-American conceptions of modernity and their assumption of universality.
