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Abstract: 

This paper analyses Masako Fukui’s novella, When Blossoms Fall, to articulate a theoretically 

informed position on Nikkei Australian cultural memory. The community’s broken social 

history, defined by near-total wartime repatriation, creates a condition of profound rupture 

which necessitates a contemporary intervention. Unlike the more continuous narratives found 

in foundational North American Nikkei studies, the characters in Fukui’s novella must navigate 

a landscape of scattered shards: silence, displacement, and unanchored traumas imported from 

Japan. To conceptualise this, the article adapts Marianne Hirsch’s “postmemory” framework to 

theorise a condition of “disjunctive postmemory”. Through a close reading of the characters’ 

varied mnemonic strategies, this article demonstrates how the text functions as a restorative 

suture. It traces the sublimation of imperial drive into corporate ambition in the patriarch 

Hajime, the somatic refusal of his wife, Michiko, and their daughter Yuri’s political attempt to 

lacquer over the historical void. Finally, drawing on Jill Bennett’s concept of “empathic vision” 

and Elizabeth Grosz’s philosophy of time, it reads granddaughter Lily’s abstract art as a 

Groszian “memory of the future”. The analysis shows how the novella intervenes in historical 

silence, acknowledging the scars of history to articulate a resilient, evolving Nikkei Australian 

identity. 
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The cultural memory of the Japanese diaspora in Anglophone literature has long been 

dominated by the monumental weight of North American incarceration narratives. In the United 

States and Canada, Nikkei identity is anchored in the seminal works of John Okada, Joy 

Kogawa, and Julie Otsuka, where the critical conversation focuses on the collective trauma of 

wartime incarceration and the subsequent struggle for redress. While devastating, this shared, 

locally-born event provided the basis for a continuous postmemory (Hirsch 2008, 2012): a 

lineage of inheritance, protest, and identity formation rooted in a specific, collective historical 

wrong. 

 

The Nikkei Australian experience, however, departs radically from this model, defined not by 

the continuity of settlement but by its absolute negation. Following the outbreak of the Pacific 

War, the Japanese community in Australia faced not only incarceration but near-total 

repatriation, effectively extinguishing the pre-war community by 1946. It is from within this 

historical void that the work of Masako Fukui emerges. A bilingual Nikkei Australian 

journalist, broadcaster, and writer, Fukui’s broader documentary and literary oeuvre frequently 

interrogate the complexities of cross-cultural identity and the quiet, intergenerational legacies 

of the Japanese diaspora. Her 2014 novella When Blossoms Fall translates these cultural 

preoccupations into fiction. Unlike Christine Piper’s After Darkness, which engages directly 

with the wartime incarceration, Fukui’s narrative is set in the 1960s, depicting the hollow 

aftermath created by repatriation. 

 

This specific unique history produces a profound structural rupture that invites an adaptation of 

Marianne Hirsch’s framework, which I term here as “disjunctive postmemory”. While Hirsch’s 

model relies on the transmission of trauma through a continuous familial line (Hirsch 2012, 35), 



Nikkei Australian Memory in Masako Fukui’s When Blossoms Fall 

4 

 

 

the memory negotiated in Fukui’s text is defined by the meticulous gathering of fragments. 

Within this historical vacuum, the characters confront a legacy defined not by continuity, but 

by the remnants of silence and extraterritorial wounds. A close reading of their varied 

mnemonic strategies reveals how the text functions as a restorative suture. By voicing an 

experience rendered invisible by imperial nationalism and “postcolonial melancholia” (Gilroy 

125-132), the novella reconfigures the space of the nation, writing the Nikkei Australian 

experience back into a discourse from which it has been systematically erased.  

 

This article situates itself within the emerging wave of scholarship initiating the critical work 

of Nikkei Australian cultural memory. Building on the artistic explorations of Mayu Kanamori, 

Masako Fukui, and Timothy Steains, this study synthesises the available historical and 

sociological records to address the literary void. It moves beyond identifying the existence of a 

broken history to adapt Hirsch’s idea of postmemory to theorise the precise mechanism of its 

intergenerational transmission as a literary and psychological force. 

 

Situating “Nikkei Australia/n” 

While the Japanese diaspora is a significant global phenomenon, with established populations 

in Brazil and the United States, the Australian context remains numerically smaller and 

historically distinct. With an estimated 100,000 people of Japanese descent currently residing 

in the country (“Cultural Diversity Data Summary”), the community is defined less by the 

continuity of its settlement than by the precariousness of its history. Consequently, “Nikkei 

Australian” is employed here not merely as a demographic label, but as a strategic critical 

category. Unlike the more commonly used term “Japanese Australian”, which foregrounds 

bilateral migrancy and ethnic pluralism, “Nikkei” emphasises the tropes of diaspora, hybridity 

and transnationalism (Manzenreiter 1). It explicitly connects the post-war migrants of Fukui’s 

novella to the wider global Nikkei network, bypassing the erasure imposed by the White 

Australia Policy. 

 

This theoretical move is essential because legal nationality in Australia has historically served 

as a tool of exclusion rather than inclusion. The Immigration Restriction Act 1901, which 

functioned as the legislative core of the White Australia Policy, rendered legal status an 

unreliable metric for community membership. By adopting a diasporic framework, this analysis 

aligns with Homi Bhabha’s contention that diasporic identity often exists in tension with state-

level classifications (Bhabha xvii). To speak of a “Nikkei Australian” identity is to perform a 

critical act: it seeks to analyse the very ruptures that make its use debated, confronting the 

historical void that leaves characters like Fukui’s Yuri feeling “untethered” and “afloat in 

space”. The absence of “Nikkei” as a legible public category is, in Ghassan Hage’s terms, a 

form of exclusion symptomatic of a national framework that struggles to accommodate 

identities that do not fit continuous, state-sanctioned narratives (Hage 161-163). 

 

Broken History 

The distinctive character of Nikkei Australian cultural memory derives from a foundational 

structural trauma: its broken social history. This trajectory stands in stark contrast to the 

narratives of major North American Nikkei diasporas. In the United States and Canada, the 

literary study of cultural memory is anchored in the collective trauma of wartime incarceration 

and the subsequent struggle for redress (Takezawa; Miki). However traumatic, this localised 

ordeal established a stable foundation for a cohesive, linear postmemory. Rather than resulting 

in dispersal, these camps became loci of endurance, fostering a unified social history that would 

later underpin the political movements for redress. 

 

The trajectory of the Nikkei Australian community stands in stark contrast to this North 

American pattern. Although Japanese immigrants had been present since the late nineteenth 
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century—documented in Noreen Jones’s accounts of pioneer settlement and the labour histories 

of the northern pearlers and sugarcane workers (Ganter; Killoran)—their tenure was always 

precarious. The decisive rupture occurred at the war’s end. Unlike in North America, the Nikkei 

Australian community faced near-total repatriation. As Yuriko Nagata’s definitive historical 

account demonstrates, this mass expulsion did not merely conclude the war; it effectively 

extinguished the pre-war community itself. From a pre-war population of over 1,100, by 1946, 

just over 100 Japan-born nationals and their children were permitted to remain (Nagata 275). 

 

This event constitutes the primary trauma of the Nikkei Australian experience: it created a 

historical void. Consequently, the post-war community suffered from what Takeshi Hamano 

identifies as a lack of established institutions necessary to form what Benedict Anderson calls 

an “imagined community”. When migration resumed with the arrival of war brides in 1952 

(Tamura 13) and later the economic migrants of the 1960s (State of Queensland), these new 

arrivals stepped into a social vacuum. Scholars Julie Matthews and Yuriko Nagata describe this 

as a “bifurcated” history (Matthews & Nagata 141), where the new arrivals were severed from 

the pioneer past. 

 

Fukui explicitly dramatises this sociological deficit through her protagonist, Hajime. He is 

characterised not as an inheritor of a local diaspora, but as a “suit-and-tied foot soldier” of the 

“Izanagi economic boom”, a period of rapid, unprecedented economic growth in Japan from 

late 1965 to mid-1970 that drove the nation's post-war industrial expansion and the rise of the 

salaryman archetype. In the absence of the community structures Hamano describes, Hajime 

relies on the “Thursday Get Together”, a makeshift assembly defined by the “random 

reminiscing” of men bound only by their shared dislocation. Thus, while these post-war families 

inherited the racial stigma of the war in a white-majority nation (Tamura 92), they did not 

inherit a local postmemory of incarceration. Their traumas were imported directly from Japan, 

leaving them unmoored from the land they now inhabited. 

 

Disjunctive Scholarship: Theorising Nikkei Australian Postmemory 

To theorise the transmission of this broken history, one must first situate Nikkei Australia 

within the complex sociopolitical framework of “Asian Australia”. As Ien Ang and Jon Stratton 

argue, this positioning is precarious: both Asia (in this case, Japan) and Australia are “de-

centred in relation to (European) modernity”, yet Australia is considered “West” while Japan 

is not (Ang and Stratton 21). This ambivalence within enduring Eurocentric frameworks 

constitutes the settler-colonial container in which Nikkei Australian identity must be negotiated. 

The racialisation forms the backdrop against which the broken history is played out. It is starkly 

illustrated when Hajime, attempting to document an Anzac Day parade, is knocked down and 

dismissed as a “bloody Jap”, a moment that instantly collapses his individual agency into a 

hostile racial category. 

 

My analysis engages with the shift from these discourses of migrancy to a specific theory of 

transmission. It exists within the broader field of transcultural memory studies, which examines 

the dynamic travel and remediation of memory across cultural boundaries (see Erll et al.). The 

central concept is postmemory, coined by Marianne Hirsch to describe the relationship of the 

“second generation to powerful, often traumatic, experiences that preceded their births but that 

were nevertheless transmitted to them so deeply as to seem to constitute memories in their own 

right” (Hirsch 2012, 103). However, Hirsch’s model, developed primarily in relation to the 

descendants of Holocaust survivors, presumes a line of transmission, an inheritance of a specific, 

collective and overwhelming trauma. 

 

My application of postmemory requires a deliberate adaptation for the Nikkei Australian 

context. To apply a model designed for victims’ descendants to a text featuring a former 
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member of an aggressor military (Hajime, the unused kamikaze pilot) is a necessary theoretical 

intervention. Fukui’s novella is not about the trauma of incarceration in Australia; its characters 

are post-war immigrants who bypassed that history. Instead, the novella ruminates upon the 

generational dissonance and profound silence stemming from the father’s “active forgetting” 

of his role in Japan’s wartime past. I term this specific condition “disjunctive postmemory”. 

This is postmemory after the line of transmission has been broken and its content rendered 

ethically ambiguous. It is disjunctive for two reasons. First, it is structurally disjunctive: the 

repatriation event created a void, severing the post-war community from the pre-war 

community’s experiences. There is no local, collective trauma to inherit. Second, it is ethically 

disjunctive: the memory being negotiated is not one of victimisation, but of the aggressor 

nation’s silence. For the daughter, Yuri, the inheritance is not her father’s trauma but his evasion. 

Consequently, she confronts a complete lack of archival inheritance. Finding no written record 

of her father’s past, she lacks the historical gravity necessary to anchor her identity. This 

disjunctive postmemory is, therefore, defined by rupture, silence and the negotiation of an 

imported, unanchored past, mediated through the racialising lens of a host nation. 

 

Hajime’s “Active Forgetting”: The Patriarchal Source of Disjunction 
When Blossoms Fall begins with the perspective of its first-generation patriarch, Hajime. His 

curated silence constitutes the source of the disjunctive postmemory that defines his family. 

Hajime’s internal conflict derives not from the localised history of incarceration, but from an 

extraterritorial wound, a specific Japanese burden that remains illegible within the cultural 

landscape of his adopted home. As a post-war immigrant arriving in the 1960s, his family 

bypassed the local history of the camps. Instead, his psychic wound is his past as an unused 

kamikaze pilot, having been “volunteered” at sixteen to train for the “Divine Wind Special 

Attack Force”. Though he “did not fly into death”, this unresolved past, and the lingering 

question of whether “the divine spirit still live[s] inside” him, has no context or outlet in his 

Australian life. He is now a “corporate warrior” of Japan’s post-war economic boom, 

conquering “new territories” in a land that was “barely twenty-five years before” considered 

“enemy territory”. 

 

This internal fissure is best understood through the lens of what Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney 

identifies as the tragedy of the “cosmopolitan intellectual” pilots (Ohnuki-Tierney 11). 

Challenging the monolithic Western stereotype of the tokkotai (Special Attack Units) as 

mindless fanatics, Ohnuki-Tierney reveals that many pilots were highly educated student 

soldiers, deeply read in cosmopolitan philosophy and driven by a complex “aesthetics of death” 

rather than blind nationalism (Ohnuki-Tierney 17). Hajime embodies this specific profile: he is 

not a brute, but a man whose profound existential preparation for non-existence was rendered 

void by survival. His refusal to narrate his experience to Yuri is, therefore, a protective 

mechanism. By withholding his history, Hajime prevents the tragic idealism of his youth, his 

“cherry blossom” moment, from being mistranslated by a daughter raised in the safety of 

Australian individualism. His silence acts as a hermetic seal, preserving the sanctity of the 

“intellectual soldier” he once was from being contaminated by the banality of his present 

existence as a salesman. 

 

This transformation from imperial soldier to corporate warrior represents a crucial sublimation 

of the “broken history”. Unable to mourn the loss of his wartime purpose, Hajime re-enacts the 

conquest of the Pacific through the mechanisms of global capitalism. Fukui astutely portrays 

this not as a success, but as a pathological displacement. Hajime’s fervour for opening new 

markets in Australia acts as a psychological prosthetic, allowing him to maintain the rigid 

discipline of the tokkotai while stripping it of its fatal conclusion. He treats the Australian 

landscape not as a place of settlement, but as a theatre of operations, viewing his integration 

into Australian society as a tactical manoeuvre rather than a cultural exchange. This economic 
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sublimation deepens the disjuncture for his family. They are not presented with a narrative of 

migration, but are enlisted as conscripts in his silent, prolonged war. The trauma is thus 

privatised, sealed within the hermetic logic of the “salaryman”, rendering it inaccessible to a 

daughter seeking historical coherence. 

 

Unable to reconcile this past with his present, Hajime engages in what the novella terms “active 

forgetting”. This is not a passive loss of memory but a deliberate strategy of concealment, a 

curated silence that transmits its weight to the next generation. It is a refusal to mend the 

breakage of his history. When his daughter, Yuri, directly asks, “What was it like to be a 

kamikaze pilot?”, Hajime deflects, claiming he was merely “brainwashed”. Yet, his internal 

monologue confirms the persistence of the memory: “YOU DO REMEMBER”, recalling the 

“hardest day” of the Emperor’s surrender that ripped out his “purpose”. This internal fissure is 

externalised through his obsession with photography. He compulsively documents his 

Australian life, amassing a vast archive of slides and films, yet this archive is paradoxically 

empty. He captures the surface of the Anzac Day parade or the family picnic, but refuses to 

narrate the image. As Susan Sontag notes, photography can be a way of “imprisoning reality” 

(Sontag 127). For Hajime, the camera is a shield. It allows him to look at the world without 

being seen, creating a record of presence that paradoxically confirms the absence of his interior 

self. He leaves his daughter images of a life, but no testimony of the life lived. 

 

This silence is enforced through a rigid, defensive misogyny. Hajime’s retreat into traditional 

patriarchal control serves as a bulwark against the perceived freedoms of his new Australian 

environment, which threaten to expose the fragility of his reconstructed identity. He dismisses 

Yuri’s historical query precisely “because she was a girl”, a rationale that reveals the gendered 

mechanics of his active forgetting. By relegating historical agency to men, he absolves himself 

of the need to explain his past to his daughter. Later, when faced with her teenage defiance, his 

immediate thought links this failed masculinity back to his military training: “It would be easy 

for you if Yuri had been a boy [...] Then you could just hit her”. This impulse to “beat her until 

she understands” is a clear echo of the “truncheon to instil military spirit” that defined his own 

youth. Here, the disjunctive postmemory is maintained by violence; he silences his daughter to 

protect the silence of his own history. Consequently, Yuri becomes the chief inheritor of this 

void. She notes the irony that for a man so obsessed with recording the present, he “left nothing 

behind, no diaries, no memoirs”. This archival silence denies her the navigational chart for her 

own history, forcing her to drift in the vacuum he created. 

 

Michiko’s Somatic Refusal: Metabolising the Void 

If Hajime’s response to the rupture of migration is a rigid, ideological silence, his wife, Michiko, 

articulates a response defined by somatic refusal. While Hajime is burdened by the cerebral 

weight of his role as a would-be aggressor, Michiko locates her negotiation of the “broken 

history” entirely within the body. Her trauma is not one of lost martial honour, but of the 

visceral, physical experience of wartime hunger. However, rather than offering a counter-

narrative that might fill the historical void for her daughter, Michiko engages in a mode of 

metabolic adaptation that ultimately deepens the disjuncture. She does not repress the past; she 

consumes it, digesting the trauma until it is rendered historically inert. 

 

Fukui illustrates this process through Michiko’s culinary storytelling, which functions as a 

complex subversion of what Anita Mannur terms “culinary citizenship” (Mannur 20). In the 

Nikkei diasporic context, food usually serves as a (sometimes problematic) tether to the 

homeland (see De Souza; Harris; Padolsky). For Michiko, however, food becomes a tool for 

sanitising the horror of the war. She transmutes her traumatic memories of starvation 

(consuming “wild bracken” and “greyish sticky dumplings” into palatable, aestheticised 

narratives. By recasting the desperate consumption of frogs not as abject horror but as “sepia-
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coloured grand adventures”, Michiko performs a ruthless act of affective filtration. She reclaims 

the trauma by stripping it of its political gravity, presenting it to Yuri as scenes from a “manga”. 

As Mannur argues, culinary narratives can serve to domesticate difference. Here, Michiko 

domesticates violence. She ensures the “unpalatable” reality of survival does not induce 

indigestion in the delicate social body of her Australian-raised daughter. For Yuri, however, 

this creates a paradoxical inheritance: she receives the story of the war, but it is denuded of its 

historical weight, rendered as harmless and as fictional as a comic strip. 

 

Michiko enacts a digestive adaptation that challenges the boundaries of the nation-state through 

the body. She negotiates the Australian landscape not by attempting to conquer it, as Hajime 

does with his corporate expansionism, but by ingesting its strange offerings, mastering the 

“comical’ passionfruit. This act of eating is not merely biological; it is a tactic of 

territorialisation. By incorporating the foreign flora into her own body, she performs a 

biological naturalisation that the White Australia Policy legally denies her. This allows her to 

exercise a private agency, judging the men around her by the “quality of their palates”. In 

Michiko’s worldview, the capacity to metabolise the present becomes the ultimate metric of 

superiority, placing her somatic pragmatism above Hajime’s rigid, retrospective nostalgia. 

 

This focus on the sensory present functions as a barrier to historical transmission. While the 

family home is ostensibly a Japanese sanctuary, Michiko treats the “Western style” house as a 

stage for performative liberation. She adopts Western dress and manners not as a submission 

to assimilation, but as a costume that allows her to distance herself from the “cloying bosom of 

tradition”. The Australian context offers her a break from the stifling gender roles of Showa-

era Japan, a freedom she embraces. Yet, this aestheticisation creates a specific deficit in the 

family’s mnemonic economy. By treating the past as a source of aesthetic texture rather than 

historical consequence, Michiko offers Yuri a model of survival that relies on historical amnesia. 

She provides a menu of resilience but no map of history. Consequently, Michiko’s somatic 

refusal complements Hajime’s silence: one hides the past, the other consumes it, leaving Yuri 

trapped in the vacuum between them. 

 

Yuri’s Activism as the Suture for a Disjunctive Postmemory 
The failure of the parents’ strategies—Hajime’s silence and Michiko’s fables—leaves the 

second-generation daughter, Yuri, as the central locus of disjunctive postmemory. She is the 

direct inheritor of the historical void created by her community’s broken social history. This 

inheritance, not of a continuous narrative but of an absence, leaves her feeling “untethered, as 

if afloat in space without the gravity of identity”. This “throb of emptiness” becomes the 

defining feature of her subjectivity, manifesting powerfully during her youth in Japan where, 

surrounded by ethnic peers, she paradoxically feels “invisible, empty like a stranger, an alien”. 

This transnational alienation underscores the unique pathology of disjunctive postmemory: 

Yuri is rejected by the Australian nation-state due to her race, yet she is equally rejected by the 

Japanese nation-state due to her lack of cultural memory. She exists in the hyphen, but unlike 

the tensile hyphen of Asian American discourse which bridges two presences, Yuri’s hyphen 

bridges two absences. 

 

Her trajectory represents a desperate attempt to suture this historical void. Because the Nikkei 

Australian community archive was ruptured by repatriation, Yuri’s search for “real memories” 

cannot be satisfied by a local lineage. Consequently, her wandering necessarily becomes 

transnational, leading her to confront Japan’s broader wartime atrocities to locate the “gravity 

of identity” her father denied her. Her initial attempt to “explore her roots” by moving to Tokyo 

leaves her “disheartened, disillusioned, lost”. She finds a “renewed purpose” only when she 

encounters a “women’s group”. Here, Fukui suggests that the recovery of Nikkei memory 

cannot be achieved through a simple return to the homeland. The Tokyo Yuri encounters is not 
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a repository of history but a site of amnesia, mirroring her father’s silence on a national scale. 

It is only by aligning herself with the marginalised voices within Japan, the feminists and 

activists, that she can bypass the national blockage of memory. 

 

Yuri’s political activism regarding the “comfort women”, the sex slaves exploited by the 

Japanese military, is a direct structural response to her disjunctive postmemory. Lacking a 

familial narrative, she imports a transnational political struggle to anchor her identity. 

Importantly, this political engagement is framed as a product of her Australian upbringing. It is 

her “card carrying indignant feminist” perspective that empowers her to investigate the very 

past her father actively forgets. This stance aligns Yuri with what Sara Ahmed theorises as the 

“feminist killjoy”: the figure who refuses to preserve the comfort of the status quo at the expense 

of the truth (Ahmed 224). In the context of the Nikkei Australian silence, Yuri’s indignation is 

not merely a reaction but a form of necessary affective labour. Ahmed argues that anger can 

function as a world-making force: by refusing to be happy with the sanitised version of history 

offered by her parents and the Japanese state, Yuri exposes the violence concealed beneath the 

surface of post-war stability. Her refusal to sit quietly at the metaphorical table whether 

domestic or national disrupts the “active forgetting” that sustains the community’s fragility, 

transforming her alienation into a critical tool for historical recovery. This search for 

unvarnished truth places her in direct opposition to conservative, nationalistic narratives, 

personified by the character Tokugawa, a manga artist who glorifies Japan’s wartime past. Yuri 

is “shocked” by his “blinding glorification of the military” and his “flippant wholesale 

whitewashing of Japanese wartime atrocities”. Tokugawa serves as the novella’s antagonist not 

merely because of his politics, but because he represents the weaponisation of memory. He 

creates memories that never happened to serve a national myth, whereas Yuri seeks to uncover 

the memories that did happen but were erased. This clash between the revisionist artist and the 

archival daughter dramatises the central conflict of Nikkei identity: the struggle between the 

seductive fantasy of continuity and the painful reality of rupture. 

 

Fukui traces this impulse back to Yuri’s childhood strategies of documentation. As a seven-

year-old, she sought to “peel[...] back a veil of meaning” to reveal “a truth”, filling the “blank 

page” of her project books with drawings designed to “expertly capture the facial nuances that 

gave them away”. These early artistic attempts to document reality foreshadow her adult need 

to fill the “unanchored” void. Thus, her work with Japanese feminists provides the belonging 

she could not find in her family or nation. She notes that it “felt like coming home to a clean 

house, a freshly made bed and a well-lit hearth”. This metaphor of domesticity is significant: 

having been denied a historical home by her father’s silence and her mother’s pragmatism, Yuri 

constructs a political home. It is this imported political struggle, rather than a recovered familial 

past, that finally provides the suture for her disjunctive postmemory. 

 

Lily’s “Memory of the Future”: The Evolution of Postmemory 
The novella’s analysis of memory concludes by gesturing towards a new form of Nikkei 

Australian identity in the third-generation granddaughter, Lily. If Hajime’s memory is defined 

by a silent, imported past and Yuri’s by a fragmented search for truth to fill that void, Lily 

represents a hybrid, future-oriented relationship with history. She inherits her mother’s 

“untethered” state, but her response is not one of excavation but of creation. Lily is 

characterised by a specific neurological gift: a “photographic memory”. This total and 

immediate recall contrasts sharply with the fragmented memories her mother must 

painstakingly reconstruct. While Yuri struggles to write her father’s eulogy because “the words 

don’t come” and the images fail her, Lily is burdened by an excess of clarity, leading Yuri to 

fear that her daughter “might see something she'll never be able to un-see”. 
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This burden of total recall is paradoxically coupled with a radical aesthetic of abstraction. This 

generational shift implies that for the third generation, the challenge is not recovering a lost 

history, but navigating a consciousness where memory is absolute yet historically unmoored. 

Lily possesses the capacity to record everything, answering the silence of her grandfather, but 

she chooses not to replicate the world as it is. Instead, she engages in an act of reconfiguration. 

This suggests a movement beyond the binary of “forgetting” (Hajime) and “remembering” 

(Yuri). For Lily, memory is not a repository of the past to be guarded or uncovered, but a raw 

material to be moulded into new forms. Her photographic memory ensures that nothing is lost, 

but her abstract art ensures that she is not trapped by what she remembers. 

 

Fukui provides a powerful textual symbol for this new consciousness through the evolution of 

artistic style. In contrast to Yuri’s childhood drawings, which relied on forensic realism to “peel 

back a veil” and reveal the truth her father hid, Lily’s art is “more abstract”. Yuri notes that her 

daughter’s drawings “come straight from her imagination with barely an inkling of realism”. 

Her landscapes are surreal and inventive: “Her skies are never blue, her buildings have curves 

[...] and she never draws people, only cryptic animals”. This shift from realism to abstraction 

signals a liberation from the burden of the broken history; Lily is no longer trying to document 

the void, but to invent a new world on top of it. Her refusal to draw people suggests a rejection 

of the anthropocentric traumas—the wars, the politics, the identities—that crippled the previous 

generations. She creates a post-human landscape where the scars of history are incorporated 

into the scenery as “curves” and “cryptic” forms, acknowledged but no longer dominant. 

 

This aesthetic choice aligns with Jill Bennett’s concept of “empathic vision”, which suggests 

that effective trauma art must move beyond forensic representation to transmit affect. Bennett 

argues that strict realism often fails to convey the internal reality of trauma, whereas abstraction 

can communicate the visceral sensation of the rupture, noting that affective art “does not make 

a claim to represent originary trauma—the cause of the feeling—but to enact the state or 

experience of post-traumatic memory” (Bennett 40). By refusing to populate her landscapes 

with human figures, Lily avoids the trap of secondary traumatisation that plagues her mother. 

Her art does not document the event of the broken history; instead, it registers the force of that 

history, translating the intergenerational silence into a new, sensory language that 

acknowledges the past without being held captive by it. 

 

This focus on imaginative abstraction culminates when Lily presents her mother with a drawing 

on the day of Hajime’s death: “a picture of a gardenia flower in full bloom but with a tinge of 

yellow on the petals suggesting decay”. Yuri, knowing the gardenia bush at their home “is yet 

to bloom”, experiences a revelation: “I realise now the flower Lily drew for me is her memory 

of the future”. This temporal paradox resonates with Elizabeth Grosz’s philosophy of time, 

which posits the future not as a passive destination but as an active force of becoming. Within 

this framework, the image serves a vital function. It acknowledges death and corruption not as 

a traumatic rupture like the war but as a necessary component of evolution. By anticipating the 

bloom and its inevitable decay, Lily integrates the concept of loss into the very moment of 

beauty. This creative act of world-making is no longer beholden to the active forgetting of the 

first generation or the disjunctive struggle of the second. Lily’s hybrid identity, grounded in 

this Groszian potentiality, articulates a new Nikkei Australian subjectivity that moves beyond 

the gravitational pull of the historical void to embrace the fluidity of the future.  

 

A Family of Shards 

Taken collectively, the family functions not as a vessel for continuous tradition, but as a 

domestic archipelago of conflicting temporalities. The broken history of the Nikkei Australian 

community is re-enacted within the walls of their suburban home, where each generation 

occupies a distinct relationship to the historical void. Hajime exists in a suspended state of 
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imperial melancholy, viewing his family as “everyday ambassadors of Japan” tasked with a 

performative perfection. In contrast, Michiko inhabits a pragmatic, sensory present, while Yuri 

acts as the retrospective historian, frantically excavating a past she never lived. Consequently, 

the family dinner table becomes a site of disjunctive co-presence. They are physically united in 

the Australian space but temporally scattered. This is most viscerally illustrated during a dinner 

party where Hajime’s war colleague, Saburo, vomits onto the table, spoiling the “straight-

backed prawns”. The intrusion of this grotesque, unprocessed metabolic waste into the domestic 

sphere symbolises the return of the repressed; the unanchored trauma of the war cannot be 

digested by the family unit, only expelled, disrupting the facade of suburban assimilation. 

 

This internal fragmentation critiques the traditional diasporic expectation of vertical 

transmission. In standard models of postmemory, the family serves as the primary conduit for 

historical narrative, passing down the weight of the past to the next generation. In When 

Blossoms Fall, however, this vertical channel is blocked by Hajime’s “active forgetting”. The 

patriarch does not transmit a lineage; he transmits a blockage, leaving “no diaries, no memoirs” 

and forcing Yuri to feel “untethered, as if afloat in space”. This forces the female characters to 

develop lateral strategies to bypass the paternal obstruction. The restorative suture of the text, 

therefore, is not found in the repair of the father-daughter bond, which ends in a quality of 

silence that resembled the hollowness of peace, but in the resilience of the women who learn to 

navigate the silence he imposes. 

 

The gendered division of memory within the household mirrors the broader tension between 

national history and private survival. Hajime’s memory is statist and rigid, bound to the 

“magnificent narrative” of the corporate nation. In contrast, the women’s memories are fluid 

and adaptive. Michiko’s refusal to engage with the “tyranny of possibilities” ensures the 

family’s survival, even as she recognises that Yuri’s narrative “may not include her father”. 

The conflict between Yuri’s feminist interrogation and Hajime’s patriarchal silence is not 

merely a domestic squabble; it is a dramatisation of the struggle between official history (which 

demands silence and conformity) and counter-memory (which demands voice and 

accountability). The novella suggests that for the Nikkei Australian family, the “home” is never 

a neutral sanctuary. It is a contested zone where the imported traumas of the metropole, 

symbolised by the intrusion of figures like Tokugawa and the “shuffling gait” of drunken men, 

must be renegotiated within the context of an Australian society that renders them invisible. 

 

Fukui presents this familial discord not as a failure of intimacy, but as the necessary condition 

of Nikkei Australian identity. The disjunctive postmemory that defines the community means 

that coherence cannot be given, it must be constructed. The family survives not by resolving 

these tensions, but by accommodating them. They exist in a state of dynamic suspension, held 

together by the very shards that threaten to tear them apart. Even in death, Hajime remains 

“abstract” to his daughter, yet the family continues. By portraying a family that coheres despite 

its internal temporal ruptures, Fukui validates a mode of belonging that does not require a 

singular, unified history. The family, like the community it represents, finds its identity in the 

negotiation of the void, proving that a broken history can still sustain a living, evolving future. 

 

Conclusion 

Masako Fukui’s novella When Blossoms Fall functions as a critical intervention in the cultural 

memory of the Japanese diaspora. By foregrounding a broken social history distinct from the 

foundational incarceration narratives of North America, Fukui illuminates the unique challenge 

of the Nikkei Australian experience: how to narrate a self when the historical archive is a void. 

Drawing on a modified understanding of Hirsch’s postmemory, this article has advanced an 

adaptation “disjunctive postmemory”, a mode of inheritance characterised not by the continuity 
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of a local trauma, but by the structural rupture of repatriation and the ethical ambiguity of an 

aggressor’s silence. 

 

Tracing this disjuncture across three generations reveals the novella’s restorative architecture. 

We witness the movement from the patriarch Hajime, whose “active forgetting” sublimates the 

lost imperial cause into a hollow corporate conquest, to Michiko, whose somatic refusal 

metabolises the past to render it historically inert. This dual blockage—one ideological, one 

visceral—leaves the second-generation Yuri “untethered” in a domestic archipelago of silence. 

Her subsequent turn to transnational political activism attempts to suture this gap, importing a 

global narrative of redress to compensate for the failure of the local archive. In the figure of 

Lily, the text gestures beyond the binary of forgetting and remembering. Lily represents a 

hybrid, future-oriented consciousness; a “memory of the future” that creates meaning through 

abstraction rather than excavation. By rejecting the forensic realism of the second generation 

for a radical aesthetic of decay and renewal, Lily moves beyond the gravitational pull of the 

historical void. 

 

The theoretical implications of this study extend beyond the specific context of Nikkei Australia. 

By theorising the mechanics of a broken history, this article challenges dominant diasporic 

models that presume a continuity of settlement. It suggests that for communities defined by 

expulsion and erasure, identity formation is not a process of inheritance but of reconstruction, 

a painstaking gathering of shards. Thus, When Blossoms Fall participates in the urgent national 

project of reconfiguring Australian history. By writing the Nikkei experience back into a 

discourse from which it was erased by the White Australia Policy, the novella does not merely 

describe the scars of history; it acknowledges the wound to construct a resilient, evolving 

framework for the future of Nikkei Australian identity. 
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