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During the US financial crisis, American news media and think-tanks focused on Japan’s 1990s

economic slump and whether the US would become like this ‘lost’ nation. From the moment the story of the
crisis was first promulgated in American ‘economic journalism,” a hybrid and complex genre written less by
journalists and more by economists and financial advisers, the focus on this Lost Japan thesis to the
exclusion of attention on the US itself was peculiarly conspicuous. Economist and Japan ‘expert” Richard
Katz (2009) explains the tendency to use analogies thus: “In periods of crisis, pundits and policymakers tend
to scramble for historical analogies. This time, many have seized on Japan's notorious ‘lost decade,’ the
decade of stagnation that followed a mammoth property bubble in the late 1980s™ (1). This analogical
tendency may be a strategy of opinion leaders in general and the economics discipline in particular, but it is
neither innocent nor objective. Instead, neoliberals and their doctrine benefited from focusing media
attention on Japan’s financial crisis instead of the US financial system where the dysfunctions had taken
place, or uncovering the history of deregulation that had lead to the creation of the ‘toxic assets’ that
precipitated the financial crisis. Lost Japan’s contrast between the ‘lost’ Japan Other and the ‘competitive’
US self reassures Americans that their economic elite will not make the same mistakes as the Japanese did,
thereby defusing the ‘crisis of faith’ in neoliberal economic doctrines seen in popular unrest such as the
Occupy protests. My research question is why neoliberals chose this particular form of narrative to enact the
defense of the neoliberal regime during the financial crisis. I question the assumptions behind the ‘analytical
narrative’ that has become a staple economic technique, and show how Lost Japan’s cautionary tale
structure and pedagogic function make it a powerful discursive tool for promoting Neoliberal Discourse
through the subjectification of Americans to capitalist values.

To accomplish my objective, I performed a Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) on a corpus of US

economic journalism texts that presented the analogy of the US and Japanese financial crises. To better suit



my purposes, I incorporate insights on ‘primordial stories’ of literature and folklore from Richard Kearney
(2004) into my analysis, thereby breaking from the formal linguistic origins of CDA that limit its utility to
handle narrative interpretation of events. Whereas CDA expert Norman Fairclough (2001) has defined
narrative in terms of turn-taking, this definition that ignores the complex nature of media interpretation, a
mediated neoliberal narrative like Lost Japan contains many of the traditional (i.e. literary and folkloric)
elements of story, and so including these concepts allows for me to make a finer analysis of the narrative’s
structures and functions. Similarly, my theoretical framework for understanding the intersection of
Neoliberal Discourse, media, and narrative is not limited to the “either/or” of Foucault or Marx that has
largely characterized academic attempts to grapple with Neoliberal Discourse, as noted by Simon Springer
(2012) and Nicholas Kiersey (2011). Instead, I go back to the concept of the culture industry posited by
Theodor Adomo and Max Horkheimer (1989) to make sense of the mediated nature of Lost Japan and the
economic journalism apparatus behind it. Writing when the fascism of wartime was being replaced by
materialism, Adbrno and Horkheimer made insights into how what they termed ‘the culture industry’,
mediated popular culture mobilized to counter resistance and make individuals complicit in their own
subjugation to the capitalist apparatus. Many of their observations still ring true as an anatomy of the
original form of the growing materialism that academics today call Neoliberal Discourse. These two
adaptations to methodology and theory allow me to perform a uniquely focused analysis of the neoliberal
narrative itself, which is usually subsumed under discourse at the cost of losing sight of the subjectifying
pedagogic function of stories.

After analyzing my corpus, it became clear that the Lost Japan narrative had a cautionary tale
structure that was used to promote three neoliberal objects, namely the downplaying and denial of the crisis,
the critique of the state implicit in the emphasis on bailouts over regulation, and the appeal to American
values of liberty and ingenuity to return to ‘business as usual’ for neoliberals, but also to a reduced jobless
recovery for American workers. This is Neoliberal Discourse’s ‘market rationalism” applied to shaping the
perception of crisis in a way that denies the US government’s active role in supporting the economy, ignores
the inherent inequalities of the American system of capitalism, and works to promote conformity to the
neoliberal ideology behind it. Second, the Lost Japan narrative and its neoliberal assumptions about what
constitutes a ‘healthy’ economy enjoyed a popular acceptance by economists and media readership that
testifies to the power of narrative to shape ‘common sense’. Consequently, the paucity of analyses of the

structures and functions of neoliberal narratives implies that academics need to review their concept of



narrative and its place in Neoliberalism’s utopian project. This would allow them to deconstruct and counter
neoliberal narratives used for pedagogic purposes of capitalist subjectification that Kiersey (2011) avers was
a major discourse during the financial crisis.

I conclude that narrative is a largely overlooked component of Neoliberal Discourse, and that
social scientists will have to change their practices to deal with it more rewardingly. Academics should
especially tumn their critical attention towards the pedagogic function of neoliberal narratives, as it facilitates
the capitalist subjectification that spreads and perpetuates Neoliberal Discourse in the life of everyday
Americans. To achieve this, academics first need a fresher conceptualization of the relationship between
discourse and narrative, one that starts with viewing narrative as more than part of a simple discursive
statement. Since discourse is the practice of attempting to impose the ideological utopian vision on
consciousness while the deployment of narrative indicates that a discourse is interacting with or reacting to
events in the real world, lumping narrative under discourse loses this important distinction. Next, academics
should address how neoliberal narratives work at two levels to dominate both the disciplinary episteme of
specialists, while spurring the subjectification of Americans through critique of the state. In terms of
economists and policy experts, academics must question how neoliberal stories dominate their definition of
crisis, thus affecting efficient response to them. With Lost Japan, the focus on a market crisis obscured both
the “crisis of faith’ in Neoliberalism, as well as the crisis of workers relegated to a new reality of jobless
recoveries and ‘rational choice’ between idea slinging elite or worker poor. In terms of average American
subjects, academic criticism also needs to examine how the pedagogic function of neoliberal narratives like
Lost Japan hasten the corrosion of the state and individual link that Neoliberalism’s advance has already
accelerated, and now present a greater alienation of workers than even Karl Marx (2003) foretold. Finally, I
see re-conception of subjectified Americans at the heart of economics as a promising 'gap’ in the neoliberal
dominance of economics that academics could capitalize on. By countering the neoliberal conception of
these 'homo oeconomicus' expected to be unfailingly rational and thus best left alone by the state to make
their own decisions, academics can start the process of finding or devising counter-narratives that
deconstruct the ‘rational subject’ shared by economic theory and neoliberal narratives. My research is a first
step in increasing awareness of narrative in Neoliberal Discourse, production of better tools for analyzing it,
and conception of counter-narratives that would allow American social reality to step out of the narrative
setting Neoliberal Discourse constructs for it, as well freeing Americans from the capitalist subject roles it

ordains for them.



