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Colonizing Genres on the Imperial “Gaichi”
(Outer Lands): Taxonomic Anxieties, Mysterious
Media Ecologies, and Popular Empire Writing

Andre HAAG

Genre Classifications on Imperial Ground

Attempts to name the genres of writing that historically rendered the Japanese colonial empire
(fH M7 [5] H AX) readable as prose fiction can invite a host of thorny complications related to
power, space, and identity. Much like colonial taxonomies deployed to assert mastery over subject
territories and populations via classification, genre as system could be analogously understood as
imposing order and identity on the colonial empire’s unruly cultural production and media
ecologies, while facing comparable dilemmas of inclusion and exclusion. Systems of classification
and categorization may, as David Spurr writes, “be seen as emblematic of colonial discourse as a
whole, which everywhere imposes a system of nomination, of identity, and difference.” !’

Similarly, the classification of literary and cultural genres serves to sort and group texts for the
purposes of marketing or to produce an object of study, in the process maintaining hierarchies that
elevate some works to a higher, “integral” status and disregard others deemed peripheral. While
formal categorization is an indispensable scholarly tool, the simple endeavor of classifying literary
and cultural genres encounters unexpectedly treacherous territory when texts written in Japanese
move between the empire’s center and the outer lands, where various boundary lines are blurred.
Such taxonomic work can be particularly fraught when working between cultures and languages—
i.e., English and Japanese, as I do in the following discussion. Nonetheless, the aim of this article is
to center questions of genre in the Japanese colonial empire’s fiction, in order to recover cultural
phenomena and media ecologies that have been overlooked or obscured due the unreliability of
existing generic lenses: namely, the literary works of the early colonial empire, the emerging sites
of mass literature (often designated, tellingly, “genre fiction”), and texts that straddle geographical
and cultural boundaries.

Whether in Japanese or English, the basic nomenclature available to identify the object of
study proves confusing and contentious when it comes to linking empire and literature. For

example, while its utility has been proposed by some, the designation imperial literature (i L
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