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THE RIGHT TO MISUNDERSTAND JAPANESE CINEMA: 
TSURUMI SHUNSUKE, IMAMURA TAIHEI AND MUTHU, THE 

DANCING MAHARAJA 
 

REA AMIT 
In October 2010, the Hindustan Times published a 
letter by a Japanese fan of the south Indian film star 
Rajnikanth (Rajni, as he is known in Japan), titled 
“More Rajni please, we are Japanese”. In it, she 
laments that, since the surprising success of the film 
Muthu (in Japanese, Mutu: Odoru maharaja), no 
film starring the popular actor has been released in 
Japan. The fan wrote: “Every time I read about the 
world release of a new Rajni film, I feel sad that 
Japan is not in that world” (cited in Srinivas 2013, p. 
629). In the following, I use this particular case to 
discuss a possible theorisation of the Japanese film 
world (nihon eiga kai) that can include Muthu. To do 
so, I refer to two sources that might seem worlds 
apart. I actively open up discussions on film and 
aesthetics by renowned philosopher, Tsurumi 
Shunsuke, who published his work in the first 
decades after the war, but I do this in light of film 
theorist Imamura Taihei’s publication on Japanese 
film during World War II.  
 Among Tsurumi’s enormous corpus of 
publications, only a fraction discuss film. Among 
these, the most notable is undoubtedly his 
monograph, Gokai suru kenri: Nihon eiga o miru (The 
Right to Misunderstand: Watching Japanese 
Cinema), which is a compilation of various articles 
he wrote up to 1957. The book does not present a 
single thesis on Japanese cinema, nor does it 
theorize about what Japanese cinema might be. 
However, Tsurumi’s interest in the nationality of 
cinema is evident in the few articles on cinema he 
published after his book was released. For instance, 
in early 1960, Tsurumi published an article on the 
film Painappuru butai (Pineapple Unite, 1959), which 
depicts the Korean War experience by an American 
soldier of Japanese descent from Hawaii. Although 
Tsurumi does not offer a theory of nationality in this 
article, he does imply a consideration of the 
nationality of the film, for instance, by comparing 
adherence to the Emperor of Japan to the adherence 

of the American soldiers depicted in the film and to 
the abstract notion of freedom (Tsurumi 1960b, p. 
21).      
 In an article he published a few months later 
on Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator (1940), 
Tsurumi provides another insight, perhaps a more 
profound one, into the discussion regarding the 
nationality of cinema. He first praises the film for 
being as good as if it were a film that can make both 
victims and victimizers laugh about Japan’s military 
aggression in Asia (Tsurumi 1960a, p. 17). This 
reference to Japan, albeit brief, is not random, as 
Tsurumi continues to weigh various international 
possibilities of watching Chaplin’s film.  
 Tsurumi further considers international 
ways of watching films in an article about another 
film, called Supai Zoruge: Shinjuwan zenya (Spy 
Sorge: The Night Before Pearl Harbor, 1961), which 
was set during the war. Tsurumi discusses the 
possibility of multinational ways of watching this 
film, which he considers to be a French–Japanese 
production about a man who had “two 
motherlands” (Tsurumi 1961, p. 15). In fact, 
although the film’s director was French, as were 
several cast and staff members, it was actually a 
Japanese production by Shochiku’s studios, which 
distributed it in a double bill with Koi no gashū 
(Love’s Book of Paintings, 1961), another local 
production.  
 Although it is possible to try and parse the 
nuances of the national or Japanese way of watching 
films, which these articles might allude to, I only 
mention them to show how attentive Tsurumi was 
to the problem of film’s nationality. It is precisely 
Tsurumi’s overall approach that I want to stress, and 
which I intend to expose with regard to two of his 
monographs, the previously mentioned one about 
Japanese cinema and one about aesthetics.            
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 First, however, it is necessary to discuss the 
work of Imamura Taihei, as Tsurumi admits in the 
postscript to his only monograph on film that he has 
been influenced by Imamura (Tsurumi 1959, pp. 
241-242). He does not elaborate on a particular 
influence from Imamura’s writings on film, nor does 
he even describe Imamura’s theory of Japanese 
cinema. In another article, however, on an entirely 
different topic, he does allude briefly to Imamura, 
summarising what he understands to be Imamura’s 
definition of film: “Film, according to Imamura, 
while being a special level of production in a 
particular society, is also, for both filmmakers and 
audiences, an imaginary process of thought” 
(Tsurumi 1965, p. 44). Tsurumi does not explain how 
a given film can simultaneously be a cultural 
product and an imaginary process of thought. 
Elsewhere, I detail how this process in Imamura’s 
theory of Japanese art and film can be explained 
(Amit, Japanese Cinema, forthcoming). In this 
paper, however, I only try to explain Imamura’s 
appeal to Tsurumi, in order to introduce Tsurumi’s 
own thought process on the matter. 
Imamura’s influence over Tsurumi 

 Imamura Taihei is considered by many to be 
the first film theorist in Japan, and he is known 
chiefly for his grand theories on documentary film 
and animation. Yet, at the same time, Imamura 
developed a third no less ambitious theory, that of 
nationality, or perhaps even the Japanese-ness of 
Japanese cinema, in which he specified the specific 
artistic characteristics of Japanese cinematic 
appreciation.  
 From the late 1930s until the last years of 
World War Two, Imamura published a series of 
essays and books that demonstrate his latent yet 
consistent interest in the role of perception. They 
also showcase his appreciation for various art forms, 
including premodern theater; emaki scrolls; 
painting; and modern media, such as photography 
and, most of all, cinema. Unlike others who 
theorized that Japanese films were a direct 
continuation of premodern art forms, Imamura 
explicitly rejected traditionalism and avoided 
evaluative judgment. Instead, his own 
interpretation of Japanese cinema in light of older 
“traditional” art forms was more epistemological or 
psychological than textual or one that is based on 
films’ narratives. This implies that the Japanese film 
world can be defined as a specific collective 
community of filmgoers, regardless of the location 
of the films’ production. In terms of appreciation for 
cinema as a cultural or artistic product, Imamura 
tentatively suggests that watching a film is similar 
to enjoying premodern art forms, because culture is 
the decisive factor that governs aesthetic experience 
(see Imamura 1991, p. 135). This theorization 
enables Imamura to discuss Japanese culture as a 
continuous entity against the evolution of media 
and technology.    
 In his writings on Japanese cinema during 
the war, Imamura did not dedicate any special 
attention to specific aesthetic terms, nor did he 
directly point to the social structure of his day as a 

more decisive force in informing the cinematic 
experience. Imamura’s main contribution to the 
discussion is his shift from considering Japanese 
national cinema to be an object of the public’s 
perception to acknowledging it as a sociocultural 
event in the postwar era. In a few essays that he 
published in the postwar era, he demonstrated a 
retreat from his former conceptualisation of 
Japanese cinema as an, to use Tsurumi’s terms, 
“imaginary process of thought” (Tsurumi 1965, p. 
44).  
 Although Imamura was not as prominent a 
film critic and theorist in the postwar era, he 
contributed one notable essay on Japanese film to a 
special 1951 issue of the journal Shisō (Thought), in 
which he painstakingly focuses on recent Japanese 
productions. For instance, Imamura discusses 
several films by Ozu Yasujirō, including Banshun 
(Late Spring, 1949), Munekata kyōdai (The 
Munekata Sisters, 1950) and Bakushu (Early 
Summer, 1950). In these three films, Ozu, according 
to Imamura, showcases his own nostalgia for the 
past and ambivalence towards the present. 
Imamura then unveils his judgmental side as a critic, 
rather than the more detached theoretical position 
he held earlier in his career, by dismissing another 
Ozu film, Kaze no naka no mendori (A Hen in the 
Wind, 1948). The film’s problem, Imamura argues, 
is the director’s failed effort to depict reality 
(genjitsu) and his futile attempt to examine the 
contradictions of real life (Imamura 1952 pp. 80-81).  
 Imamura continues by discussing the 
affection for old Japan (furui Nihon e no aichaku) in 
Mizoguchi Kenji’s recent films, such as Yuki fujin 
ezu (Portrait of Madame Yuki, 1950) and Oyū sama 
(Miss Oyu, 1951), and in Abe Yutaka’s Sasameyuki 
(The Makioka Sisters, 1950). These films, Imamura 
concludes, reflect various forms of the public’s 
popular imagination of old Japan. Imamura 
identifies a more progressive consideration (yori 
susunda shisō) of Japan’s past in a contemporary 
setting in Yoshimura Kōzaburō’s Itsuwareru Seisō 
(Clothes of Deception, 1951), a film that he 
proclaims to be a masterpiece. Indeed, Imamura 
states that the film presents a special combination of 
present and past, fostering a peculiar sensitivity 
(fushigi na bikan) that only a Japanese person can 
understand (Imamura 1952, p. 82).  
 His choice to abandon his previously held 
position on Japanese cinema indicates his newfound 
interest in the public in the postwar era, as well as a 
return with a difference to the debate on Japanese 
film, art and tradition within a socio- and 
psychocultural discourse. This is, I believe, what 
attracted Tsurumi’s attention to Imamura. 
Tsurumi’s notion of the aesthetics of people 

 A few years before he published his 
monograph on film, Tsurumi had already 
introduced his aesthetic concept, genkai geijutsu. On 
the first day of 1956, the magazine Nihon dokusho 
shinbun published an influential teidan (a form of 
public conversation) between three acclaimed 
intellectuals, concentrating on aspects of culture, 
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such as art, tradition and aesthetics (Anon. 1956). 
The first two participants of the conversation were 
Tsurumi Shunsuke and novelist Hasegawa Kōen (as 
the conversation reveals, also a person with a 
profound interest in and knowledge about 
premodern Japanese culture). The third participant 
was a philosophy professor at Hōsei University, 
Fukuda Sadayoshi, who, despite holding an 
academic post, published numerous essays and 
books that catered to nonacademics and who 
dedicated much of his intellectual vigor to 
philosophising popular culture and to popularising 
philosophy. He also dealt with film both as a critic 
and as an academic. 

The term genkai geijutsu is translated into 
English as “border art” (Kinsella 1996, p. 110), 
“marginal art (Berndt 2008, p. 303)” or “liminal art” 
(Fabian 2009, p. 34). However, neither these 
translations nor the 1956 teidan offer a satisfactory 
definition. Although it was Tsurumi who coined the 
concept, Fukuda is the one who first broached the 
topic during the conversation. Rather than 
suggesting a possible definition, however, the men 
limited their discussion to whether particular 
Japanese art forms could be seen as representing it 
or not. Among other forms, the men discussed 
ikebana and yose performances, such as naniwabushi, 
manzai and rakugo (Tsurumi 1996, pp. 136-137). The 
conversation lingered on the characteristics of these 
art forms and their different types and genealogies, 
as well as their reception via various media outlets 
and their commercial aspects. The discussion 
situated the term in the context of modern Japan and 
then specified it as a postwar phenomenon, 
hovering on the margins of both “popular” and 
“high” arts; thus, the appeal of labeling it “marginal 
art”. However, the members of the discussion 
agreed that, as a continual practice, only matsuri, the 
Japanese local festival tradition, is a proper example 
of such a widely performed art form (Tsurumi 1996, 
pp. 146-151).           
 Although the conversation did not yield any 
conclusive assertion about any of the terms 
discussed, it paved the way for a new discourse on 
popular arts and tradition, or indeed, on a modern 
Japanese aesthetic. In other words, given that 
Tsurumi labeled his general philosophy as a 
philosophy of the people (hitobito no tetsugaku; cf. 
Simon 2008, pp. 711-742), his contribution to the 
public intellectual exchange can be considered to be 
the spark that ignited an aesthetics of the people.  
Towards the cinema of the Japanese people  

 Before Tsurumi further developed his 
influential concept, he republished some of his 
essays on film in the aforementioned monograph, 
The Right to Misunderstand: Watching Japanese 
Cinema. It is not clear from the title if the 
misunderstanding Tsurumi advocates is his 
conception of Japanese cinema or his intentional 
failure to understand films in the more literal sense, 
that is, based on their narratives.  
 In the postscript, however, Tsurumi 
explains that misunderstanding is simply a problem 

of communication between the sender of a message 
and its addressee. As previously mentioned, he 
states that he was much influenced by Imamura 
Taihei, arguably by the theorist’s thesis on Japanese 
cinema. However, he adds that he wants to preserve 
a certain right to communicate his own personal 
misunderstanding of Japanese cinema (Tsurumi 
1959, pp. 241-242). This is a peculiar statement, 
given that he just equated misunderstanding with 
miscommunication; it suggests that the book 
expresses his misunderstanding of Japanese cinema 
as much as it miscommunicates his ideas about what 
Japanese cinema might be.  
 The reason for the confusion is Tsurumi’s 
preferred methodology as a professed pragmatist 
(Sato and Hanada 2000, p. 14). That is, Tsurumi 
examines a range of possibilities for the 
functionality of watching cinema, rather than the 
medium as an object of study in and by itself. 
Despite being a scholar of mass communication, for 
this project he assumes a nonprofessional 
perspective to depict his personal view of the 
Japanese film world as a representative of the taishū, 
or the broad public. This does not mean that his 
writing is purely intuitive or that he pretends to be 
a “common man” by hiding his identity as a 
profoundly knowledgeable academic. Rather, as 
Gerow points out, this was a mode of argumentation 
that “prompted bold new attempts to garner 
meaning from films” (Gerow 2014, p. 70). More 
precisely, and beyond film criticism, Tsurumi’s 
position is founded on two premises. First, he claims 
that popular cinema is a type of experience and not 
a film style or a genre. Second, he himself, as an 
individual, shares this experience with the broader 
public of Japanese viewers; therefore, he has the 
right to communicate his private experience on their 
behalf.   
From film theory to pragmatic aesthetics 

 Throughout the monograph, Tsurumi pays 
a significant amount of attention to specific films, 
provides detailed comments about their narratives 
and painstakingly lists the names of the individuals 
involved in their production. Although the book is 
not a single work, but mostly a compilation of 
previously published essays, Tsurumi re-edited 
them and placed them in a new order, based on 
careful deliberation.  
 To situate Tsurumi’s position on Japanese 
cinema, it is helpful to consider it in light of his 
theory of aesthetics. Although he did not write 
much about cinema as an art form, his views on the 
matter can be inferred by referring to the term genkai 
geijutsu, which he first introduced in the teidan 
discussed earlier. Tsurumi did not develop the 
concept in writing before 1967, when he published a 
monograph that he dedicated to the concept and 
titled it, accordingly, as Genkai geijutsu ron. Despite 
the near decade that separates it from The Right to 
Misunderstand, it is productive to read these two 
monographs side-by-side, for, despite some 
discrepancies and unavoidable complexities, the 
latter facilitates an understanding of what is, 
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ostensibly, an intentional miscommunication of his 
views on Japanese cinema.         
 However, several difficulties arise when 
these two texts are read together. One is that 
Tsurumi himself translated his aesthetic category 
into English as “marginal art” (Tsurumi, 1969, p. 7). 
In addition, while Tsurumi does list, as mentioned 
before, the Japanese folk festival as a prime example 
of this category, he places almost all of the films 
produced in Japan at the time in a different category: 
taishū geijutsu, or popular art. Thus, it seems as if 
Tsurumi’s thesis does not regard Japanese film 
culture as folkloristic in the sense suggested in 
Imamura’s discussion during the war, or as 
pertaining to Tsurumi’s own development of his 
aesthetic category. However, I would like to argue 
that, in effect, in The Right to Misunderstand, Tsurumi 
provides a description of Japanese cinema that 
inevitably causes it to fall equally into both of these 
categories.    
 Tsurumi considers genkai geijutsu to be the 
origin of all art forms and the most basic of aesthetic 
sensibility. He argues that there are two main 
meanings to this artistic category. From a 
phylogenetic perspective, he links the category with 
the notion of asobi, or play, and for the second 
meaning, he specifies children’s activities that can be 
seen as artistic from an ontogenetic perspective 
(Tsurumi 1969, pp. 7-8). As an example of the latter, 
Tsurumi names crafts, such as paper-made kabuto 
masks; yakkodako (warrior-shaped kites); and 
shinkozaiku, a type of miniature sculpture carved 
from pickles. While the cultural specificity of these 
examples is obvious, the former category seems 
more universal. After all, Emanuel Kant, one of the 
pioneers of modern aesthetics, placed much 
importance on the idea of “free play” in the 
judgment of art and cognitive perception. However, 
the Japanese word used for play in Kant’s Critique 
of Judgment is not asobi, but rather tawamure (cited 
in Utsunomiya 1994), which, beyond the 
disciplinary context, refers to playful acts or 
performances. 
 Some aestheticians, such as Nishimura 
Kiyokazu, argue that, in principle, the different 
vocabulary used in Japanese to refer to various types 
of play does not necessarily signify the 
fundamentally alternate phenomenon referred to in 
German by the word Spielraum, or the scope of 
playful actions and thoughts (Nishimura 1989, pp. 
22-25). Others, however, like Amagasaki Akira, 
argue that asobi is unique, even when compared 
with the compound yūgi, which combines the 
characters of asobi and tawamure. Amagasaki argues 
that, unlike other concepts, asobi tends to signify 
pleasure derived from mental activities; the word 
largely ignores direct references to the world 
outside the subject. This conception, he concludes, 
can be described using other Japanese terms, but 
asobi is the one that points to a certain lineage of 
Japanese thought within a specific state of affairs 
(kyōchi, a word that literally means bounded area; 
Amagasaki 1990, pp. 106-107).    

 Tsurumi, whose knowledge of aesthetics, 
both Western and Japanese, is unquestionable, 
surely selected his terminology scrupulously. His 
own playfulness on the borders of the discipline 
(which in Japan is a separate field from philosophy) 
can thus explain both his decision to use the 
culturally charged Japanese term for play, as well as 
his claim for misunderstanding Japanese cinema in 
a way that only Japanese viewers can. Tsurumi’s 
aesthetic term, genkai geijutsu, is, therefore, key to 
unpacking his theory of Japanese cinema within the 
philosopher’s broader vision of culture, art and the 
masses.  
 The term genkai geijutsu is composed of two 
words; the latter is the most common equivalent of 
the English word art. Although a full philological 
analysis would likely reveal complex undercurrents 
in the composition of this word as well, I will focus 
on the former word of the compound, which has a 
less obvious translation in Western languages. To be 
sure, marginal is indeed one such option, but not the 
only one, and in this case, not the most accurate. It is 
formed by two Chinese characters: gen, which 
usually means limit, and kai, which means border, 
society, or more commonly, world. I thus interpret 
these terms together to mean limited world, and by 
adding geijutsu, or art, realise the phrase art of a 
limited world. In this way, I use the term to refer to 
a “limited” Japanese view of art in its “world”, in 
contrast to Stanly Cavell’s approach of a “world 
viewed,” which refers to a wider view of the world 
as seen through film (Cavell 1979, pp. 24-25).   
 Similar to The Right of Misunderstanding, 
Genkai geijutsu ron, or Theory of a Limited World’s Art, 
is also a compilation of various publications. Apart 
from the first main essay, which focuses on the 
concept of the book’s title, all other essays in the 
book had been previously published elsewhere, 
even as early as 1948, years before Tsurumi coined 
the concept. Moreover, all the essays in The Right of 
Misunderstanding, including one taidan (a dialogue 
between two people, as opposed to the group 
conversation of a teidan), regard Japanese film, those 
in Theory of a Limited World’s Art do not converge on 
any specific common theme, offering instead a 
general aesthetic notion of popular culture.  
Cinema as experience 

Tsurumi opens his monograph on Japanese 
cinema with a general statement about his 
experience at the film theater, and he praises the film 
Meshi (A Repast; Naruse 1951) as an epitome of 
beauty (utsukushisa) that Japanese cinema possesses 
(Tsurumi 1959, pp. 3-4). He does not link the notions 
of experience and beauty as a single aesthetic 
concept, although he does link them when defining 
aesthetic experience in Genkai geijutsu ron. Drawing 
on John Dewey, whose published lectures from 
Harvard on art as experience were fundamental 
when Tsurumi studied there only a few years after 
the philosopher delivered them, Tsurumi (1967, p. 3) 
offers the following explanation:  

No matter how valued any experience may be, 
if esteemed as one that leaves a strong 
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impression, and if one maintains this as a kind 
of object for itself, then we can call it an aesthetic 
experience.    

Therefore, according to Tsurumi, art is an 
impression or the experience between a specific 
object and subject. As such, it can occur anywhere, 
to anyone and at any given time. Tsurumi’s decision 
to base a theory of film on his own private 
experience is consistent with this logic. Expanding 
his personal impressions into a “single theory of 
Japanese cinema” (hitotsu no Nihon eigaron), 
Tsurumi, rather recklessly, perhaps, postulates that 
“the whole of Japan is one village” (Tsurumi 1959, 
p. 9). This is not, however, an essentialist 
assumption about the nature of the Japanese public 
or taishū, but a premise about the Japanese way of 
life at the time. It is a perspective that he shares with 
several other thinkers who see Japanese culture as 
rooted in a premodern or pre-urban social 
psychology. On this theoretical foundation, 
Tsurumi then establishes his categories of art, which 
are not meant for critical evaluation, but rather for 
articulating personal and communal experiences.  
 Despite his general aesthetic conception, 
Tsurumi’s “film theory” contains few descriptions 
of actual experiences; instead, it mainly provides 
details about films’ narratives. From these, he 
speculates about certain images of Japanese social 
formations, such as Japanese men, mothers and 
feudalism, and he expresses doubts about the 
alleged discrepancy between the “high” and “low” 
arts. However, the project is of theoretical value 
from the standpoint of pragmatic aesthetics, as 
films’ narratives are the best means to communicate 
the experience of watching a film with average, 
nonacademic filmgoers. Seen in this light, Tsurumi’s 
miscommunication is such only insofar as an 
academic or professional discussion of film is 
concerned. Moreover, he does not lower the content 
of his ideas in order to cater to the lowest common 
denominator. Rather, he presents his often complex 
and insightful thoughts in aphorisms embedded 
within or around seemingly simple descriptions of 
films as stories. Thus, his self-professed 
acknowledgment of misunderstanding cinema is, in 
effect, a methodological tool that allows films to 
communicate “theory” as both a personal and 
communal experience. From this position, he offers 
a reflexive definition of cinema in Japan as a popular 
medium, based on an appreciation of traditional art 
forms: 

Popular entertainment, in addition to the 
folklore (minkandenshō) that we (watashitachi) 
grew up on, bears true possibilities in many 
directions. This does not mean that the form 
needs to be the same (for example, the rhythm 
line in haiku of five, seven, five syllables). By 
adjusting to the line of change and repetition 
that has continued until today, development 
that reflects Western modernity is becoming an 
unavoidable part of us (Tsurumi 1959, pp. 23-
24).                    

 The idea in this passage that guides him 
throughout his entire book is that of a Japanese “us” 

that he and the public share as a common practiced 
tradition, as well as a special relationship with the 
West, modernity and history. 
Film criticism within a limited world  

 Although Tsurumi often draws his 
impressions about films on an evaluative note, 
stating whether a film is “good” or not, he is not 
offering a critical assessment of cinematic qualities. 
Instead, based on his position on aesthetics, these 
conclusions should be seen as expressing his own 
private experience and impression of any given film. 
Based on these notions, he thought it plausible to 
generalise pieces of theory for the greater public.  
 One example of this small-scale theorization 
is his analysis of the 1956 war film Gunshin 
Yamamoto gensui to rengō kantai (Admiral Yamamoto 
and the Combined Fleet). As a pacifist who objected 
to his country’s actions in World War II, he finds the 
film, which portrays the war rather heroically, 
aesthetically repulsive (bitekini minikui; Tsurumi 
1959, p. 27). However, seeming to contradict 
himself, he concludes that, while he objects to the 
film politically, he “holds a favorable impression 
[bigakuteki niwa kōkan o motsu] of it” (Tsurumi 1959, 
p. 30). Thus, Tsurumi performs an assessment of 
Japanese sensitivities to the film, rather than placing 
judgment on any message the film might convey.    
 For Tsurumi, who lived through the darkest 
days of the war, the film revives difficult memories 
and images. However, in his current moment in 
postwar Japan, he sees in the film a dramatic 
reflection of a Japan that could have continued, but 
that changed for the better. As an individual, he 
condemns the film politically, but as a member of 
the public, he believes that its questionable affective 
qualities serve a pedagogical purpose (see 
Shusterman Spring 2009, p. 22); it serves as a 
warning against the “nationalistic nihilism” that 
victimized the national taishū (kokumin taishū; 
Tsurumi 1959, p. 32). In other words, as a 
cosmopolitan, Tsurumi finds the film faulty, but 
from a Japanese perspective, precisely because he 
personally objects to both the film’s theme and the 
manner in which it is depicted, he feels that the film 
achieves an important aesthetic goal by making a 
strong negative impression on the Japanese viewer, 
due to (and not despite) the features that otherwise 
would have led him to condemn it as a problematic 
cultural product.   
 Tsurumi’s theory of the limited world’s art, 
as detailed in his 1967 thesis, adds one crucial 
component to his categorisation of Japanese arts: 
production. In a clear and coherent language, he 
distinguishes three categories: pure, taishū and 
marginal arts. The first is produced by experts for 
connoisseurs of refined tastes. The second category 
is what Tsurumi simply calls, in English, popular 
art, signifying works produced by experts for mass 
consumers, while the third category, the main one of 
the thesis, refers to works by nonprofessionals and 
consumed by nonexperts (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 20-21).  
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 In addition to the simplicity of his 
categorisation, Tsurumi departs from some of his 
earlier preconceptions about the third category. 
While he still maintains that festivals are the prime 
example of marginal art, he recognises that there is 
no single formation of this tradition and that, in the 
past, festivals may have fallen into his “pure” or 
“popular” categories (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 23-25). He 
does not consider other ways to appreciate art, ways 
that could require different categories.               
 Rather than as categories of production per 
se, however, the conception that I have discerned 
from Tsurumi’s theorisation concerns a Japanese 
viewership as a limited world. Although Tsurumi 
does not promote his main concept along these lines 
in an explicit way, a few solid hints affirm such 
reading.  For example, Tsurumi provides strong 
support for this theorisation in his discussion of 
Miyazawa Kenji, a poet and author of children’s 
literature. He singles out the poet’s works as 
emblematic of “marginal arts” by a “marginal artist” 
who is also a critic of such artistic categories. In his 
discussion, Tsurumi highlights one line: “First, raise 
large aspirations for the world” (Tsurumi 1969, p. 
54) 
 He then pays attention to the word that I 
translated as aspiration (kigan), which is, indeed, a 
rather uncommon one, given the Chinese characters 
that Miyazawa uses. Tsurumi labels it as a “vision” 
for the creation of the kind of art that would belong 
in his third category (Tsurumi 1969, pp. 54-55). 
However, Miyazawa’s perception was not of the 
world at large, but rather of a limited view of his 
immediate surroundings, and of firmly and rightly 
living (tsuyoku tadashiku seikatsu seyo) in a specific 
“limited” world. Tsurumi extends Miyazawa’s 
vision from the rural world of the poet to speak 
about art in Japan as another limited case within the 
greater world. From this standpoint, it is possible to 
see a specific view of Japanese cinema through 
Tsurumi’s perception of a particular form of 
Japanese art, a view that extends his individual 
vision into a theory of a limited (Japanese) film 
world. From his personal experience, then, arises the 
view of a cinema for and by the Japanese people, 
regardless of the factors that produced, distributed 
or exhibited the world that was viewed.  
Theorising Japanese cinema as a limited art world 

 To better synchronise Tsurumi’s views on 
art and cinema, and to bridge the gap between the 
philosopher’s notion of the Japanese public and “art 
of a limited world”, it is necessary to consider his 
theories from the perspective of aesthetics. Between 
the publications of Tsurumi’s monographs on art 
and film, American philosopher Arthur Danto 
theorized one of the most influential concepts in 
twentieth-century philosophical aesthetics: the 
“artworld”. Tsurumi never cites Danto; even if he 
were aware of Danto’s work, he was probably not 
influenced by it. Nonetheless, in the same way that 
aesthetician George Dickie elaborates on Danto’s 
work as a “creative misunderstanding” of the 
“artworld”, I would like to extend Tsurumi’s “right” 
to perform a creative “misunderstanding” in his 

Right to Misunderstand, in order to accentuate 
aspects of difference and repetition in 
conceptualising the theoretical grounds from which 
to view Japanese cinema as a festival-like, 
participatory, communal phenomenon.  
 However, unlike Tsurumi’s theoretical 
framework for communication and understanding, 
my point of departure is a brief and rather tentative 
analogy by the philosopher in his aesthetic thesis:  

In terms of either verbal or other linguistic 
expressions, different types of limited words’ 
art seem to appear like an all-star cast during 
festivals. Cinema is a comprehensive public art 
in the same sense that festivals are 
comprehensive limited world’s art (Tsurumi 
1969, p. 23). 

Thus, taking Tsurumi’s words literally, Japanese 
cinema, within the combined contexts of his 
writings on film and aesthetics, is a comprehensive 
folkloric artworld. The two sentences quoted above 
are written in a transitional paragraph, before he 
moves on to draw more distinctions between his 
aesthetic categories. However, the passage reveals 
the inherent links between the pragmatics of 
communicating ideas to the wider public in a 
language they can understand, with a (perhaps 
much more telling than intended) comparison 
between a festival’s participants, as if they were a 
given film’s “all-star cast”, and audiences watching 
films in a particular cultural setting.    
 Brian Moeran (1997), a social anthropologist 
of Japan, suggests using Danto’s concept to 
contextualise the mingei Japanese folk art movement 
of the 1920s and 1930s within a social and aesthetic 
order that he pronounces, after Danto, to be an 
“artworld”. Moeran carefully delineates the 
intricate relationship between practice and theory 
behind the movement, and he uses Danto’s concept 
as a framework to specify the human environment 
in which the movement emerged and the view it 
presents for the discourse on Japanese craft and folk 
art. Focusing on a specific community of potters, 
however, Moeran ultimately limits his discussion to 
craftsmanship in the physical sense. Although he 
does not cite Tsurumi’s aesthetic categories, his 
understanding of pottery in the rural community 
that he studies would fall under the category of the 
“limited world”, since he stresses appreciation as 
much as production (Moeran 1997, p. 19).  
 Alternatively, Yuriko Saito emphasises the 
placement of a given artistic object within an 
“artworld” for its categorisation, in line with 
Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (Saito 2007, p. 
79; Walton 1970, pp. 334-367). To showcase links 
between the everyday and art as ushering in a 
similar aesthetic experience, she refers to several 
Japanese forms that, she argues, are indicative of a 
broader way to categorise these seemingly distinct 
categories. She discusses both Japanese traditional 
gardening (which Tsurumi categorises as “pure” 
art) and packaging (which Tsurumi never mentions, 
but would surely label as “marginal” art). However, 
she does not claim that Japan accommodates an all-
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inclusive “artworld” for and by itself, or that such 
an “artworld” can be formed around an 
appreciation for a given medium in a specific time 
and place. In essence, Saito argues for the expansion 
of the aesthetic notion of appreciation from a 
distinctly artistic discourse to include some 
phenomena and objects that otherwise might be 
categorised as nonart or nonaesthetic. Far more 
inclusive or radically exclusive is Katya Mandoki, 
who claims that all experience, being a sensory 
phenomenon, is, by definition, aesthetic (Mandoki 
2007, p. 35).  
 While disciplinary aestheticians are 
reluctant to ponder categorisations within cultural 
boundaries as Tsurumi does, it is Danto himself who 
provides an insightful, if somewhat vague, means to 
flexibly theorize with Tsurumi’s limited view of the 
Japanese film world. Danto explains that differences 
in attitudes towards the same object separate 
aesthetic experiences from nonaesthetic 
experiences. He mentions the famous short tale, or 
kōan, about the monk who looks at the same 
landscape, but sees it differently each time. It is the 
different vision the monk possesses, Danto explains, 
that entails an “artworld” based on epistemological 
or psychological conditions. Art, too, he argues, is 
such a method of seeing, and thus, in order to see it, 
there must be a shift of attention from the artistic 
object to those in possession of the right expertise 
(Danto 1964, pp. 579-580).  
 Although Tsurumi argues for a view by 
nonprofessionals, following Danto’s logic, in order 
to construct a view of the world of Japanese cinema, 
it is necessary to acquire the epistemological 
standpoint of a member of this world. This, even if 
it is not acknowledged as such, is precisely 
Tsurumi’s “theory”, and it is based not on academic 
or industrial knowledge, but on an intuitive, 
pragmatic, or user-level experience as a form of 
expertise.     
Conclusion 

 As the opening of the paper stated, my aim 
is not to expose theories of Japanese cinema, but 
rather, to discuss those that might aptly explain the 
inclusion of Muthu the Dancing Maharaja into the 
Japanese film world. The path opened by Imamura 
and Tsurumi, about a view of a limited Japanese 
world, makes it possible, in my opinion, to discuss 
the film along such lines.  
 The film was so successful in Japan that it 
enjoyed a longer run there than it had in its original 
country (see Matsuoka 2015, p. 178). It was followed 
by screenings of other, unrelated Tamil language 
films, such as Yajiman odoru maharaja 2 (actually 
produced and screened in India two years before the 
alleged “first” maharaja film). However, the goal of 
this paper is not centered on cultural appropriation, 
but rather, following my intentional 
misunderstanding of Tsurumi, about locating 
Muthu within a limited Japanese cinematic artworld 
(Amit, 2017).    

 Thus, the Japanese film world that 
embraced Muthu and similar Indian films never did 
so as act of opening to the world as such. Following 
Imamura’s initial speculative theorisation of 
Japanese cinema, as well as my intentional 
misunderstanding of Tsurumi’s film aesthetics, I 
argue that it was simply a matter of misconception 
that entertained the notion of a postnational or 
global definition of Japanese cinema. Instead, a 
more compelling working platform from which to 
theorize the Japanese film world would be one that 
continues to allow the appropriation of media as 
well as transnational flows today within a “limited 
artworld”, a local, festival-like communal, as well as 
participatory, realm of limitless possibilities. 
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