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NOT ALL-POWERFUL, BUT NOT AT
ALL POWERLESS

TANAKA Yasuo

In my first novel ‘Nantonaku, Crystal — Feeling Somewhat Crystal’ published in 1981, I noted
in the appendix projections for Japan’s total fertility rate and population aging rate. I was 24 years
old at the time and had a feeling, elusive as it may have been, that Japan would be unable to move
forward unless it shifted its approach and choice from “quantitative expansion” to “qualitative
improvement”.

35 years later, the actual figures have far exceeded even those alarming forecasts. Japan has
become a “society with an ultra-low fertility rate and a super-aged population”, with the total
fertility rate standing at 1.42 and the aging rate at 26.7 percent. Many fear the country is at its
evening twilight. But Japan isn’t an exception. The total fertility rate in Thailand is also similar
to that in Japan at around 1.4. In Vietnam, it is about 1.7. ASEAN member countries, where the
average age is lower, will also face a similar inverted population pyramid as Japan in 30 years or so.

Long ago, in Japan, dusk was referred to as ‘“Tasokare (Who is he?)’ and dawn as ‘Kawatare (He is
who?)’. And until the early Edo period, the latter term, ‘Kawatare’, was used to describe both times,
much like the English word, ‘twilight’. These terms originated from the necessity of identifying the
person standing opposite in the faint light by using all five senses.

This example is meant to elucidate the need to transition our approach and choice from
‘quantitative stasis’ to ‘qualitative improvement’, and in this IoT age, to forge a new concept of what
a labor-intensive industry should be in the fields of welfare, medicine, education and environment
which are predicated on people caring for other people. Only by doing so can Japan become a leading
role model of the 21st century that heralds a “Kawatare”, or new dawn, for the world.

TANAKA Yasuo is an author. He was born in Tokyo in
1956. He received the Bungei Award in 1980 when he
was a law student at Hitotsubashi University with his first
novel, ‘Nantonaku, Crystal (Feeling Somewhat Crystal).’
He served as the Governor of Nagano Prefecture between
2000 and 2006, and legislator in the House of Councilors
and the House of Representatives between 2007 and 2012.
Recent books include ‘Feeling Somewhat Crystal - 33
Years Later’ and ‘Irresistibly Urbane’ (both published by
Kawadeshobo Shinsha).
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