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What is Danchi Nostalgia?

A Comparison of Kobo Abe’s The Ruined Map and Tomoka Shibasaki’s A Thousand Doors

Sho SUGAWARA

Abstract

This paper is a preparatory study about “danchi nostalgia,” a recent phenomenon in Japanese popular culture
characterized by nostalgia for Japanese public housing complexes (danchi) largely built in the Showa period. The
present study will compare a precursor of danchi literature, Kobo Abe’s The Ruined Map (1967), to a text that
typically expresses the imagination of danchi nostalgia, Tomoka Shibasaki’s A Thousand Doors (2017).

From this comparison, four features of danchi nostalgia were identified: (1) danchi nostalgia is not just “mere”
nostalgia, longing a return to an idealized past, but a focus on the present and its strata of numerous fragmentized
memories; (2) danchi nostalgia sometimes has an explicit anti-nostalgic or anti-utopian character, and is opposed
to the naive nostalgia or utopianism seeking to restore an idealized community based on a beautiful and imagined
picture of the past; (3) instead, danchi nostalgia has a more reflective and critical imagination about both the past
and present, seeking for other kinds of ‘communality’; and (4) paradoxically, this new communality emerges from
the experience of ‘crisis’ or ‘emptiness’ in danchi life because such experiences pave the way for critical and re-
flective thinking about living conditions and communality to occur.

Keywords: danchi, nostalgia, utopia, Kobo Abe, Tomoka Shibasaki
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