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(English from page 13)

The writing that follows is not intended to be an attack on anyone or
any organization, though we have no doubt it will be perceived as such
by some. Our reasons for publishing these thoughts is simply to make a
candid record of the things we’ve personally witnessed and experienced
that led to our decision.

We would also like to be honest with the many friends and visitors who
supported us in various ways throughout the past few years, especially the
ones who were eager to visit and now may no longer be able to. For this
we sincerely apologize.

We believe that the situation outlined here is in the end not all that
special or unique. The disintegration of inaka culture is happening all
around the country and there are countless voices and stories that deserve
to be listened to. As outsiders we cannot pretend to speak for the people
of inaka so we hope our story can simply add to the discussion in a small
way.

Finally, for those of you who, like us, may have an interest or passion to
live in inaka, we hope our perspective can be one of may tools to help you
along the way.
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I. Revitalization

Four years ago in 2016 we were looking for a way to practice graphic
design in a more meaningful way. Our searching on the internet intro-
duced us to the concept of chiikiokoshikyoryoku-tai (town revitalization jobs),
a three-year position marketed to young people in Japan who are inter-
ested in living and working in inaka (Japanese countryside). A position
like this was advertised online by an organization called the Nishiaizu
International Art Village, and this became our entrance to the town.

It is no secret that rural areas in Japan are undergoing a severe depopu-
lation crisis as more and more young people choose to leave their home-
towns and settle in or around cities. The aging population combined with
labor scarcity has created a situation where local economies can no longer
sustain themselves and entire towns are at risk of disappearing. Because of
this, state government, local municipalities, and private companies have
all placed an increasing emphasis on various revitalization programs (like
the chiikiokoshikyoryoku-tai) as a means of combating this problem.

At the time, we thought the concept of these revitalization programs was inher-
ently good. After all, if the goal is to build a better future for rural communities,
young outsiders can undoubtedly play an important role in this process. To re-
vitalize is to give new life to a dying place... But what exactly is a dying place?
What does revitalization actually entail? Who benefits from revitalization? Who
is harmed? Whose future is affected by it?

The answers to these questions are not so obvious. Every area, town, and
small village has its own culture and unique history. They each have
their own desires, fears, and stories. While depopulation may be a major
problem in the countryside, it’s far from the only one, and n some places,
it may not even be viewed as a problem at all. So when we think about
revitalization we must understand it is inseparable from the distinct con-
text of each existing community and their lives.

Revitalization is not a one-size-fits-all band-aid that can be applied to
everyone and everything, but the solution in Japan often appears to be
unanimous; economic development. Improving the local economy is the
end goal of most of these revitalization projects with the assumption that
if more money is circulating within the town, people’s lives and their
futures will improve. Without a doubt, improving the local economy can
certainly produce short-term positive effects and provide jobs for the time



being. But when profit is defined as the ultimate objective, revitalization
simply becomes a means of getting there.

When thinking about the long-term goals of a community, or less quan-
tifiable factors like the happiness of local people, financial gain may
end up having little to do with their lives. While some towns may focus
on profit-based activities like tourism, others may be more interested in
maintaining its farmland or improving local education systems, issues
that are not necessarily resolved with more money. In these contexts,
what role can revitalization projects take?

We believe a more sincere and useful form of revitalization needs to start
from the bottom at the same level of the local people. Outsiders, “U-turn-
ers,” and all those who are interested in building a healthier future for
rural areas need to work together with locals to address the complexities
within their own communities. The solutions may or may not involve
an emphasis on for-profit business, but as outsiders we cannot expect to
bring our own answers to problems we have yet to understand. Impor-
tantly, the process can and should take time, because maintaining direct
relationships and a meaningful dialogue involve a lot of work and energy
from everyone involved.

I1. Nishiaizu

When we first arrived to the Nishiaizu International Art Village, we did
not understand the importance of the local people. We made the mistake,
as we have seen many do after us, of assuming the town was a homoge-
neous group of like-minded people. We assumed Nishiaizu was simply
another depopulated and aging inaka town with not much of a future. We
assumed that the existence of NIAV and the fact that revitalization efforts
were already underway proved this was what the local people wanted.

From our privileged position, we also thought we were in a unique place
to offer our outside perspectives and skills to the area. We eagerly began
to do as much as possible to assist NIAV using our background as graph-
ic designers under a one-year artist residency. But as our time living in
Nishiaizu grew, we started to meet and talk to many locals. We began to
learn about the town, its history, culture, and its people.



Our initial assumptions were proved false one by one. We slowly realized
that we had been living and working in a bubble. Many people in our
town had little idea what the purpose of NIAV was and rarely experi-
enced direct positive change on their lives due to any of the organization’s
projects. Many of them also held less than favorable views about the
organization and the people involved in it. This awareness forced us to
rethink our own beliefs and ambitions.

But with our year long residency coming to an end, we made the decision
to stay in Nishiaizu and become residents of this town. We still knew so
little about the place, but the warmth and support we experienced from
locals made us excited to settle and finally try to make a “home.” Impor-
tantly, we also decided that our existence would be independent from the
bubble. We would establish our lives here autonomously without relying
on NIAV and without being responsible for any “revitalization” efforts.

We were aware that living here would involve a careful balance. Person-
ally, we wanted a place where we could feel comfortable enough to settle
and eventually raise a family. But there were also things we wanted to do,
ideas and projects we wanted to explore. We were mindful of our place as
strangers, and we did not want to impose our beliefs or create a confron-
tational atmosphere. We were settling in an already existing community,
and we knew our lives would be intertwined.

II1. Kaminojiri

In 2017 we found and moved into a vacant home in the small village of
Kaminojiri, renting it from the owner who moved away years ago. We were
the first young outsiders with no connection to the land to enter the com-
munity in a very long time. The house was more than big enough for the
two of us, and because it used to be a clothing store, there was adequate
space to pursue our own interests in establishing a printing workshop, li-
brary, and community space as the Institute of Barbarian Books.

Despite its own aging population and accumulation of vacant homes, Kami-
nojiri is particularly active with many residents working and meeting together
on a regular basis. We believe our following activities were only possible due
to a unique group of people in the neighborhood who were exceptionally open
and welcoming, despite knowing nothing about us. If it weren’t for them, it’s
very possible our path would have led us somewhere quite different.



As outsiders to the neighborhood, we had a lot of listening to do. We be-
came part of a lifestyle that neither of us had experienced before. Taking
part in the local festivals, gatherings, meetings, and clean-ups taught us
a lot about how communities function on a small scale. Spending time
with our neighbors and sharing tea and meals together also gave us a
new perspective on friendship and what it means to share our lives with
each other. We also made countless of mistakes along the way, not under-
standing the unspoken boundaries or various pre-existing relationships
and sensitive areas. We did our best to learn, move on, and hopefully not
repeat them.

The community space became one of our invaluable lessons. Our initial
plan to open our home and combine a library, printing workshop, and
free space changed considerably as we discovered what worked and did
not in our context. For example, when it was clear that the neighbor-
hood elementary children were the most frequent visitors, we adapted the
space to be more comfortable for them, perhaps at the expense of older
residents. We then thought we could use the opportunity to hold infor-
mal art classes or English lessons but the children told us that what they
actually wanted was simply free time. So again, we adapted the space to
make this workable. We believe this constant flux was possible because
we were never interested in starting a business or pursuing a profit mod-
el. Since we never centered making money as the end goal, we could
respond more adequately to certain needs in the community.

At the same time, it was not easy. With neither of us holding steady jobs,
whatever little money we did make through our freelance graphic design
work was mostly reinvested in the space and various related projects. To
supplement this, we began to work part-time jobs in the town; one of us at
the kindergarten and one of us for various farmers. Our understanding of
the local area and town grew, and we once again became painfully aware
of how distant we are as outsiders and how much our experience as part

of the NIAV bubble had shaped our initial beliefs.

We realized that “revitalization” was being applied from above, and it
was clear that a lot of money was being invested in these projects. Every
year brought new “revitalizers” and “experts” from Tokyo to our town, but
simple issues in the lives of everyday people were not being addressed.
Local people felt no benefits and were not invited to partake in any part
of the process.



IV. Countryside Capitalism

In 2019 a consulting company called Next Commons Lab was introduced
to Nishiaizu through NIAV. NCL refers to itself as “a multi-sector activ-
ity platform and new community aimed at creating businesses for local
resources.” From our observations, NCL is simply an organization of var-
ious entrepreneurs and investors determined to establish new businesses
in the town.

We suspect many advocates of NCL in Nishiaizu may sincerely believe
they are doing something beneficial for the area. They may believe that
because the health of the town was “declining” it is up to them as “inde-
pendent, creative entrepreneurs” to save its future. They may believe that
creating their own businesses is the best possible path toward this, and
that the locals who disagree or have different ideas simply don’t under-
stand enough. Many of the “entrepreneurs” that have arrived from the
city or spent time working there also believe they can simply re-apply the
same business models and systems of development they are familiar with
to a rural context.

We prefer to be honest and call this process of economic revitalization
in rural areas countryside capitalism. Capitalism is the economic and ideo-
logical system that currently governs the relationships between human
beings throughout this entire society. It is a hierarchical system that
embodies racism and patriarchy, and values immediate profit and in-
finite growth over all else, rewarding a selfish minority while punishing
and exploiting the rest (and our planet). The effects of capitalism in the
countryside are certainly different than in the city, but negative aspects
(like rent increases, gentrification, and inequality to name a few) are am-
plified by organizations like NCL that view the countryside as a resource
to mine for profit, and not as a living, active community with its own
agency and ability.

If the countryside is a resource waiting to be capitalized, then who are
the people living in those communities? Are they just a resource as well?
Are they considered unworthy and too foolish to think of their own solu-
tions? Who decided they need to be “saved”?

NCL proponents sometimes use the phrase “post-capitalism,” which is
really just a misunderstanding of the concept entirely. A capitalist world
is far from over, and if we are going to seriously talk about what comes



next we first need to understand and dismantle the mechanisms of cap-
italism that are currently in place. We need to understand how and why
this system is intertwined and dependent on the ongoing concepts of
white supremacy and colonialism. In Japan, we need to understand how
the post-war shift to economic development is at the core of the current
rural depopulation crisis. In this context, “Post-capitalism” is a meaning-
less word, and a dishonest attempt by NCL to obscure their intentions.

In Nishiaizu, the top-down approach of NCL also portrays what little
regard they have for local people and their voices. The town is often
portrayed as a “blank slate,” where young people are free to play and pur-
sue whatever desires they have. NCL wants to establish their own “new
societies” and “new creative futures”— all produced by and for its own
entrepreneurs.

But what of the society that already exists? There are people and com-
munities in inaka that has been living and working here for hundreds
of years. There are many of them throughout the country. They are not
perfect, and the near future for many of these places seems dark, and
some of them have already disappeared. But if we’re really concerned
with making a better and “new” future, we believe the people from and
living in these communities should be at the heart that guides us there.

V. Connection to Land

Even though we personally lean towards an anti-capitalist stance, we did
not think it was necessary to foreground these beliefs in our context as
outsiders. While moving to inaka was partly motivated by a desire to “es-
cape” the more direct effects of capitalism on our lives, we were also driv-
en by a simple yearning to find a peaceful place to exist and grow. Living
with our neighbors in the community had taught us so much about how
this is possible, but we were and still are in the process of listening.

Regardless of our personal moral principles and opinions, we also didn’t
believe it was our place to tell the local people who is right and who is
wrong. We still think that the local people, many of whom have family
history and connections to the land stretching back generations, are the
only ones that can ultimately decide what is right for their communities
moving forward. We are outsiders to this place, and our relationship to
the land will forever be fundamentally different.



Of course, it would be a lie to say we don’t care about the future of this
community and inaka in general. We believe that the amazing history and
knowledge that is in danger of being erased and forgotten in rural areas
throughout Japan needs to be preserved and fought for in some way.
Some may dismiss this as conservatism, or think of it as a foolish wish to
save the past, but we believe we are always the carriers of history. Learn-
ing about Japan’s history in particular is less about returning to tradition
and more about how we can learn to apply lessons to the present. In a
culture that seems to cares less and less about the voices of survivors from
Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and more recently, Fukushima, learning from and
thinking about the past as it directly relates to today is more important
than ever.

Outsiders and people interested in revitalizing the countryside are not al-
ways inherently bad either. Just as groups like NCL can be narrow-mind-
ed in their approach to solving problems, local people can also be stub-
born and unwilling to hear different opinions and risk transformation.
Outside perspectives and new voices can be essential parts to fix broken
structures and move towards positive change. But working towards this
balance is not easy. We must begin by treating each other as equals.

VI. Leaving

In 2020, NCL entrepreneurs bought a house in our neighborhood. In co-
operation with a new guesthouse established two years ago, they revealed
their plan to begin building a “new town” in Kaminojiri by purchasing
vacant houses and renovating them to be more appealing and marketable
to young people. We had felt uncomfortable about this from the start,
but refrained from saying anything publicly as there appeared to be no
push-back from the locals. It’s possible things would be different if we
had made our opposition more clear from the start; unfortunately, we
will never know.

The situation is complex—many homeowners who have decided to leave
the neighborhood for good are eager to sell their homes and pass the
burden of caring for it to someone else. Many older residents in our
neighborhood are also happy at the simple fact that young people are
interested in the area and starting to live here. There are also voices
of concern, residents who, for their own reasons, are also unhappy and
uncomfortable with the new direction and rapid changes. In either case,



it is hard for us to articulate to our neighbors exactly why we believe so
strongly this project will ultimately hurt the community. Again, we don’t
believe it is our job to decide that fact for them.

But when being honest with ourselves, we realized we can no longer en-
vision a future for us in this community. Whether or not NCL and the
guesthouse are successful in their bid to make a “new town,” their actions
from now will eventually bring us into unavoidable conflict. Our current
friends in the community, most who are in their 60’s and 70’s, are ap-
proaching the age when they can no longer farm. When the demographic
of the community inevitably changes in the next few years, it is very
difficult for us to imagine being part of the “new” neighborhood. Rather
than wait it out we have decided it would be better for us to continue our
lives and projects in a more amicable environment. Admittedly, closing
the space and leaving this town and the many friends we have made is
heart-breaking, but we also know prolonging the situation will only make
things worse.

The future of the Institute of Barbarian Books is unclear at the moment,
so we will take time to collect our thoughts and emotions and carefully
plan our next steps. We are incredible grateful to the people who have
supported us throughout the last few years, and especially to our neigh-
bors and friends for their endless encouragement and hospitality. We
have learned so much from our time here and we hope to use these les-
sons to light our path forward. And when the time is right, we’re excited
to share the next chapter of the Institute of Barbarian Books.

Thank you for reading, as always.

M&W
Autumn, 2020
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MANY THANKS

We wish we could write a list of everyone that helped, encouraged, and
inspired us from the last four years, but it would be too long. Thank you
to all that visited, purchased something from us, shared our zines, and
volunteered (or wanted to volunteer). Thank you to all that write letters
to us (you know who you are) and please don’t send to our old address
anymore! Thank you to the amazing people of Nishiaizu and Kaminojiri
in particular, for influencing and teaching us more than they could ever
know. Thank you to the special friends who gave us their time to listen to
our thoughts about leaving and reading through early drafts of this zine.
And thank you to Sugari mountain, Iide mountain, and the beautiful air,
water, snow, soil and animals that sustained our lives here.
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