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The Structure of Cultural Identity in Kazuo Ishiguro's 'Artist of the Floating World' from the Perspective of
Jan Assmann

Abstract

Introduction: Kazuo Ishiguro, a British novelist of Japanese heritage, is celebrated for his deep investigations into
memory, identity, and human experience, blending Japanese and Western cultural elements while reflecting on the
intricacies of the human condition. The Artist of the Floating World explores the complexities of cultural identity in
post-WWII Japan through the protagonist's experience in a society transforming. The novel delves into how personal
and collective histories, along with the relationship between memory and societal changes, influence the formation of
an individual's cultural identity.

Background: Jan Assmann and Aleida Assmann, German Egyptologists, and cultural theorists, built upon Maurice
Halbwachs' collective memory theory by introducing the concept of cultural memory. Highlighting the significance
of culture and history in shaping collective memory, they broadened Halbwachs' work by investigating how memories
are created and passed down over time. In Collective Memory and Cultural Identity, Jan Assmann differentiates his
notion of "communicative memory" from Halbwachs' concept in the following way:

Communicative memory is linked to everyday experiences, while cultural memory is distinguished by its detachment
from the every day, with this distance (transcendence) shaping its temporal scope. Cultural memory is anchored in
fixed points, which remain constant over time. These fixed points are significant historical events, preserved through
cultural formations (such as texts, rituals, and monuments) and institutional communications (like recitation, practice,
and observance). These are referred to as 'forms of memory.' In Kazuo Ishiguro's novel, the protagonist Ono Masuji
grapples with the complexities of individual and cultural identity in post-war Japan. Set against the backdrop of the
Americanization of Japanese culture and the generational divide during this transformative period, Ono’s internal
struggles and guilt as a former nationalist artist reflect broader themes of self-deception and repression. The novel
explores the effects of World War II on Japanese identity, emphasizing the divide between pre-war traditional identity
and the evolving cultural identity in the post-war era. Through Ono’s journey of self-reflection and evaluation,
Ishiguro delves into the challenges of identity formation in a society experiencing profound cultural shifts.

Method: This study highlights the novel's role in shaping cultural identity by exploring how the text reflects and
influences collective memory while engaging with processes of remembrance and forgetfulness. Through an analysis
of historical events, social narratives, and cultural values, it aims to elucidate how memory contributes to the formation
and transmission of cultural identity.

Conclusion: The findings of this study underscore Ishiguro's exploration of cultural identity and memory in the post-
World War II era, focusing on the influence of the East-West encounter on the evolution of Japanese identity. Themes
of guilt, shame, and redemption highlight the enduring effects of war on individuals. The fusion of personal and
collective histories shapes cultural identity, with memory serving as a potent reminder of history's role in shaping
cultural identity in an ever-changing world.

Keywords: Cultural identity, collective histories, cultural memory theory, Kazuo Ishiguro, social reconstruction.
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