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Fiction created by and for the working class emerged worldwide in the early twentieth century as
a response to rapid modernization, dramatic inequality, and imperial expansion. In Japan,
literary youth, men and women, sought to turn their imaginations and craft to tackling the
ensuing injustices, with results that captured both middle-class and worker-farmer readers. This
anthology is a landmark introduction to Japanese proletarian literature from that
period.Contextualized by introductory essays, forty expertly translated stories touch on topics
like perilous factories, predatory bosses, ethnic discrimination, and the myriad indignities of
poverty. Together, they show how even intensely personal issues form a pattern of oppression.
Fostering labor consciousness as part of an international leftist arts movement, these writers,
lovers of literature, were also challenging the institution of modern literature itself. This anthology
demonstrates the vitality of the “red decade” long buried in modern Japanese literary history.
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memorial gathering (1935)IntroductionA PROLETARIAN SNAPSHOTAt the opening of “Midnight
Sun,” one of the last fictional selections in this anthology, heroine Kano Noriko emerges
exasperated from an editorial meeting for a workers’ children’s magazine. Her comrades, she
complains, “don’t understand how a real child thinks, they just stick to the theory. . . . If you try to
foist that kind of stuff on kids, they won’t go for it.”1 “Midnight Sun” [35]2 is a roman à clef by
Murayama Tomoyoshi, an avant-garde-turned-proletarian playwright, artist (who jauntily signed
“Tom” to his artwork), and writer. “Noriko” is his wife, Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], an eccentric
genius of prewar children’s literature and editor of Boys Battle Flag, the proletarian journal for
children. She was also a letter writer and supporter extraordinaire of the men of the proletarian
literature movement during their prison terms, including her husband and “Kimura Sōkichi,” her
sympathetic interlocutor in this scene, the real-life Kurahara Korehito [13], the leading theorist of
the movement in Japan.This verbal snapshot condenses several illuminating features of the
movement, but before we consider them, we ask that you keep in mind Noriko’s complaint as
you move into this anthology. Despite the commonplace view that ahistorically reduces all
literature produced within a leftwing movement to “socialist realism” and understands this to be a
mindless, propagandistic celebration of workers and tractors, these writers regularly warned one
another of the pitfalls of formulaic writing. They strenuously debated the feasibility and
desirability of adopting programmatic pronouncements from the Soviet Union, the nature of
reality in Japan, and the means of translating it into writing that would reach readers of widely
divergent literacy. For all their vigorous disagreements, however, our writers knew they were
mounting a challenge to the very concept of literature in its historical and emergent forms. For
the new readers they sought—the factory workers and tenant farmers who were cogs in the
wheels of industrializing agriculture—they needed a literature that “hits you smack where it
counts,” as a factory worker told Kobayashi Takiji, who would become the most celebrated writer
of the movement [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30].3 In order to have such impact, he urged in “A Guide to
Writing Fiction,” it was crucial to keep in mind that “emotions function as the foundation of fiction,”
while “art . . . provides a frame for expressing emotions.” He reminds his readers, comrades as
well as the writers they hoped would emerge “from the factories, from the farms,” of the example



of Shakespeare, whose “consummate skill with language” gave “eternal radiance” to his
works.4The snapshot of a complaining Noriko asks us to pause over the attention devoted to
children’s literature by the leading—in this case, male—figures in the proletarian culture
movement. (Nakano Shigeharu [19], whose name will be recognizable to anyone with a passing
acquaintance with modern Japanese literature, also appears in this novella.) The beginning of
proletarian children’s literature is usually dated to a 1926 farmers union uprising in northern
Japan, in which tenant farmers withdrew their children from public school.5 Among the
progressive educators and labor organizers who converged on the village to help out with the
“proletarian farmers school” were elite university students, the soon-to-be members of a budding
proletarian literature movement, who found the available teaching materials utterly inappropriate
for poor, rural, and increasingly politicized children. They would begin to write their own stories
and translate works by European revolutionary writers for this newly discovered audience. You
will find some of the fruits of their work in chapter 4.These young intellectuals, inclined toward
literature and philosophy, coming of age in the electrifying years following the Bolshevik
Revolution of 1917, brought their love of the arts to the organized—optimistically revolutionary—
transformation of society. As they confronted the challenge of communicating with and seeking
the trust of urban workers and tenant farmers, it was only natural that the education of children
would enter their agenda. Embracing this constituency sharpened their questions about
language, form, and format—the how of expression, a project also being tackled by their rival
modernist cousins of the “aesthetic” school. The what and for whom of their efforts were directed
at the “real children” championed by Noriko. And that linked up with the central task of the
movement: the accurate apprehension and expression of reality with the aim of transforming it,
the aim of what “Kimura,” that is, Kurahara Korehito, expounded as the aesthetic practice of
“proletarian realism.”This leads us to the question, what do we mean by “proletarian literature”?
The writers in this volume themselves used the term “proletarian” in Japanized pronunciation or
its Sino-Japanese equivalent musansha (person/persons without property), so we adopt it as
well. The OED takes us back to the “lowest class of Roman citizens,” who had nothing to
contribute to “the State except children.” In modern usage “proletariat” refers to those who have
nothing but their daily labor to sustain them. Recently, the term “precariat” has emerged to refer
to those living in conditions lacking security or predictability, but that, too, doesn’t trip off the
tongue. It’s symptomatic of our historical moment that we have no user-friendly term to refer to
the many who belong to these categories, though the 2011 Occupy Movement may have given
us a start with the formulation of “the 99 percent.”“Noriko” and her comrades produced literature
as participants in a cultural-political movement inflected by Marxism and labor organization
during an international “red decade” (1925–1935). Their literature was meant to contribute to the
transformation of society by changing its readers, the relationship between readers and writers,
and the nature of literature itself. Approaching proletarian literature in this way provides a useful
framework for other kinds of questions, such as whether the term refers to the class background
of the author, the class background of the readership, the nature of the subject matter, or the



perspective adopted on that subject matter.6 We invite you to keep these questions in mind as
you read our fictional and critical selections by men and women, Japanese and colonial
subjects, writers from intellectual and other backgrounds.A BRIEF HISTORYThe opening
snapshot from “Midnight Sun” was likely set in 1929—that is, around the middle of the “red
decade.” Only a decade, you may say, but in Japan, writers aspiring and established, indeed, the
publishing industry as a whole, were affected by the explosive aspirations of those years. Two
years after its inaugural issue in May 1928, Battle Flag, the leading proletarian journal, had a
circulation of more than twenty thousand despite frequent banning.7 This figure, though modest
by comparison with the half million circulation of popular journals such as King, nonetheless
suggests the tantalizing possibilities of mass readership for the movement. First of all, many
proletarian journals were passed around from reader to reader because possession could be
risky, especially in the workplace, with the result that actual readership was even higher than
circulation numbers indicate. Secondly, proletarian literature had an undeniable presence in the
commercial world. Kinokuniya, today a giant among bookstores, was founded in 1927 and
successfully competed with its established rivals precisely by carrying publications such as
Battle Flag. The store opened early when new issues arrived, and customers, many, if not most,
middle-class urbanites, stood in line to snap them up before the police came to confiscate them
around noon.8We start our brief history with circulation statistics for Battle Flag because it was a
movement organ that also reached a general readership. But more importantly, we want to
emphasize the reach of proletarian literature: of the forty pieces collected in this anthology, only
four were originally published in Battle Flag; the others come from twenty-four different highbrow
journals, daily newspapers, feminist journals, proletarian journals, and modernist and other
experimental publications—all part of the burgeoning milieu of modern Japanese literature. And
that is just the original publication; a number of these works were collected and multiply
republished in book form. While Anglo-American scholars of Japanese literature have tended to
ignore proletarian literature, we can safely say it would have been impossible to bypass in the
late 1920s and early 1930s. Donald Keene, the eminent scholar of Japanese literature and no
sympathizer of proletarian literature, has estimated that “about 80 percent of the criticism
published in literary or general (sōgō) magazines was by Marxists,”9 a gauge of the prominence
of leftist views in the cultural world.Figure 1. Assorted proletarian journal coversTop row, from
left: “3L Day” (Liebknecht, Lenin, Luxemburg), Working Women (January 1933), design by
Yorimoto Shirin (1902–1964); Boys Battle Flag (August 1929), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi
[35]; “Activities of the Culture Circle,” NAPF (November 1931), design by ŌOtsuki Genji (1904–
1971). Bottom row, from left: Battle Flag (March 1930), design by Yanase Masamu (1900–1945);
Vanguard (January 1928), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi.Still, seen in isolation, proletarian
literature might be no more than a quaint oddity. By the end of the 1920s, however, an
impressive network of organizations existed in many countries, including Japan, France,
Germany, Britain, the United States, China, and India.10 In Japan, generalized concern for the
underclasses, including outcastes, arose in the late nineteenth century as the hierarchial status



system of early modern Japan was officially abolished and everyone became a
“commoner” (and outcastes became “new commoners”). Soon, anarchists, socialists, and
Christians began dedicating themselves to the cause of social justice as Japan went through a
rapid course of modernization to join, however belatedly, the company of empire builders. Many
of them became vocal critics of the imperialist Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). Some were
accused of having sought to assassinate the emperor, the power in whose name such wars
were fought. In 1911, twelve anarchists convicted of high treason were executed. These
executions had the effect of cooling revolutionary ardors for a time, often referred to as the
“winter years.”In the decade from 1915 to 1925, historical forces converged domestically and
internationally to bring proletarian literature to the forefront in Japan. The 1917 Bolshevik
Revolution and 1918 Great War Armistice signaled massive upheaval and reordering among the
world’s great powers. Up-and-coming imperialist power Japan sought recognition for its
accomplishments in the Treaty of Versailles, only to be rebuffed with what it considered to be
racial condescension. Meanwhile, a huge Japanese expeditionary force had been sent to
Russia as part of an Allied effort to combat the young revolution. Among those deployed was a
conscript named Kuroshima Denji, whose antiwar and anti-imperialist works are included in this
anthology [26, 34]. In 1919, the formation of the Communist International coincided with the
March 1st Movement, which militated for Korean independence from Japanese colonization,
and the Chinese May Fourth Movement, which protested the awarding of former German
territory Shandong to Japan. Domestically, an increasingly organized labor movement, the 1918
Rice Riots, and the formation of the Socialist League in 1920 and the first Japanese Communist
Party in 1922 were signs of momentum. But there was as yet no proletarian literature
movement.That is conventionally said to have begun with the publication of a journal titled The
Sower in Akita Prefecture in northern Japan in 1921. French literature scholar Komaki Ōmi
(1894–1978), newly returned from France with a commitment to the pacifism and Marxism of
Henri Barbusse’s (1873–1935) Clarté movement, established the journal with local writer friends.
The following year, the coterie moved to Tokyo, to be joined by Aono Suekichi [4, 9] among
others. The 1923 earthquake and subsequent repression forced its closure, though not before it
managed to publish an exposé of the brutal treatment of leftists and Koreans in the earthquake’s
aftermath. The group reorganized as Literary Front in 1924, which became the center of the
proletarian literature movement. By 1928, debates and repeated factionalization led to the
formation of NAPF (Nippona Artista Proleta Federacio, the Esperanto name reflecting
internationalist aspirations) and the publication of its organ, Battle Flag (see figs. 1 and 7). Even
as the government responded to the boom in proletarian literature with repression, proletarian
organizations actually expanded their activities, as demonstrated by the 1931 establishment of
KOPF (Federacio de Proletaj Kultur Organizoj Japanaj, which absorbed NAPF), a cultural
umbrella organization with a vibrant theater league, cinema league, visual arts league,
photography league, and music league, as well as associated organizations for Esperanto,
“militant atheism,” birth control, scientific research, and libraries.11 Not all writers in this



anthology participated in these specific groups, although the majority came to align themselves
with the Communist-affiliated wing. State repression mounted steadily along with expanded
military ambitions following the Manchurian Incident of 1931. A flood of recantations was
unleashed, and the Writers League, the pillar of the movement, “voluntarily” disbanded in 1934.
The devastating loss of an organizational base, repeated or lengthy prison terms, and even
recantation did not, however, mean the extinction of commitment to the movement. The buds in
the title of our very last selection, Miyamoto Yuriko’s “Buds That Survive Winter” [40], would
bloom with Japan’s defeat in 1945.Indeed, the prewar proletarians, once they were liberated
from prison and censorship, and especially after the US occupation ended (1952), were more
than ever determined to oppose imperialist war along with the revival of a repressive state. They
started up new journals and republished prewar works in a remarkable burst of energy. While
McCarthyism and the Cold War contributed to the dismissal of leftist literature in English-
language scholarship, in Japan, despite sectarian splintering, the validity of a politically
committed literature continued to hold until society began to undergo wholesale depoliticization.
Instrumental in this process was the “income-doubling plan” announced after the crushing of
pacifist aspirations with the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo) in 1960. The rise of
what would come to be called the “New Left”—another international phenomenon—turned many
young leftists against a literature they saw as tied to the Communist Party. Many of them,
moreover, found middle-class prosperity repressive. For them, a class-based politics was no
longer compelling, while to those who were frantically enjoying consumer pleasures or anxious
to do so, it was irrelevant. And the ideology of aesthetic autonomy—the idea that art having any
goals outside itself was bound to be inferior, an idea utterly familiar to our writers in the prewar
era—was a constant factor in efforts to consign proletarian literature to the proverbial dustbin of
history.It would be disingenuous to conclude this section without reference to the debacles and
tragedies associated with historic and actually existing socialist states, notably the USSR (1922–
1991), the People’s Republic of China (1949–), and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(1948–). Especially in the post–Berlin Wall, post-USSR era, the failure of socialist projects has
encouraged some intellectuals to equate fascism and communism, in the process promoting the
obsolescence of class as a social and analytical category, in contrast to race, gender, ethnicity,
or sexuality. To allow Stalin’s crimes or the Great Leap Forward to obliterate the struggles and
achievements of those who, like the writers in our anthology, pursued class justice under
conditions of extreme, even life-robbing duress, only compounds a wrong. We can criticize the
historic failures of the socialist project without dismissing its achievements or aspirations. Those
aspirations found multifarious expression in the works you are about to read, drawn together in
the category called “proletarian literature.”WHY LITERATURE?We marvel today at how seriously
literature was taken in the 1920s and 1930s by creative and critical writers and social activists,
not to mention the state. Besotted as we are in the twenty-first century with a multitude of media,
it is easy to overlook not only the dominance of print media but also the pride of place accorded
the novel, a form considered as capable of representing everything from the greatness of a



nation to the intricacies of the psyche. In contrast to the Soviet Union, Japan had a flourishing
print culture that produced, among other genres, fiction appealing not only to elite and white-
collar audiences but also to the toiling masses. Still, we might ask, why would activists not just
focus on organizing? Aono Suekichi, a leading literary critic early in the proletarian movement,
felt compelled to justify his focus on literature: “What made me take [literature] up again, after my
understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real nature of
the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than most
people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it.”12 By “superstructure,” Aono is referring to the Marxist concept that identifies
the culture and institutions of society, in contrast to the “base,” or the forces and social relations
of production. It was precisely his familiarity with the privileged position of literature in the
superstructure that drove Aono’s determination to tackle it alongside the struggles addressing
the base.Leon Trotsky (1879–1940), that giant of the Russian Revolution, famously objected to
the notion of proletarian culture and art. Securing food and housing for all citizens after the
devastation of civil war was his priority, a daunting task pursued in tandem with the equally
staggering one of achieving universal literacy. For Trotsky, the material surplus and time span
required for the development of bourgeois culture, as well as the achievements of that culture,
were not to be ignored. The proletariat had to engage in the dangerous activity of learning “from
[their] enemies.”13 Creating a new culture takes time because “it is one thing to understand
something and express it logically, and quite another thing to assimilate it organically,
reconstructing the whole system of one’s feelings, and to find a new kind of artistic expression
for this new entity.”14 In the meanwhile, if the revolution succeeded in producing a socialist
society, the proletariat itself would dissolve: in other words, neither was there the wherewithal to
create a “proletarian culture” in the wake of the revolution nor was it an appropriate goal for the
future.But we might argue against Trotsky that precisely because Japan was “prerevolutionary,”
as our writers ruefully put it, it presented them with an opportunity to develop a “proletarian
literature” by grappling with the double-edged resources of a flourishing bourgeois mass print
culture—that is, by learning “from [their] enemies.” After all, most proletarian writers, like Aono,
were intellectuals formed by bourgeois culture. Their love of literature had been a path to their
awakening to social injustice, and it was not far-fetched for them to use it, in the venerable words
of Horace about the nature of poetry, to “delight” and to “instruct,” which here translate into giving
the industrial workers and tenant farmers being robbed of their humanity the energy and dignity
that come with the power to understand the makeup of the world. As Kobayashi Takiji wrote to
his editor at Central Review, the very mainstream publication about to publish his Absentee
Landlord, tenant farmers didn’t need to be shown “how wretched their lives were,” but “why they
were wretched.”15In this volume, Kurahara Korehito’s “Path to Proletarian Realism” is a
momentous essay that theorizes historically the key questions about class struggle and its
relationship to literature. Emphasizing point of view, Kurahara explicitly declines to prescribe



content for “proletarian realism,” but he makes it clear that it will not consist of the unhappy
ruminations of the comfortably situated male—that is, the “I-novel” that had become the
centerpiece of modern Japanese literature.We should note, though, that proletarian literature
didn’t consist of only prose fiction. It included every kind of poetic form then current in Japan
(tanka, senryū, haiku, free verse) as well as drama. But fiction was central to the literature
movement, as literature was to the cultural movement. The members of the Writers League
engaged in a prodigious amount of organizing alongside their writing, translating, and studying,
all the while struggling to support themselves and their families and evade apprehension. Arrest,
they knew, all too often entailed interrogation under torture.Despite its genteel reputation,
literature—proletarian literature—was treated as potentially dangerous to the state and subject
to constant surveillance and the threat of repression. The Communist and Socialist Parties were
declared illegal and swiftly disbanded, but what about literature that vilified the wealthy or
represented workplace injustice? What about characters developing class consciousness—
prompting readers to do the same? The passage of the Public Order Law16 in 1925 made it
illegal to challenge the emperor system or private property. In 1928, it was revised to include the
death penalty. As we will discuss more specifically in the following section, writers and editors
struggled with the bounds of legality. Movement organs more readily took risks with what they
printed than commercial publications, but it is testimony to both the spirit of the age and the
reputation of our writers that even highbrow journals continued to publish them albeit with more
extensive self-censorship.USING THIS ANTHOLOGYDespite the great scope of proletarian
cultural production, we’ve restricted ourselves to short fiction and criticism in this anthology with
the hope that others will pick up where we’ve left off. Except for “Midnight Sun,” the longest
novella in this collection, all the fictional works have been translated as completely as possible
given the restrictions of the censorship regime, a subject to which we’ll return. Most of the critical
pieces, on the other hand, have been excerpted. We have chosen to offer our readers a variety
of works while still presenting a sense of the kinds of questions our authors debated. Rather
than the one author, one title approach, we’ve tried to illustrate with multiple selections the kinds
of roles our writers played in the movement. We show the interconnectedness of our writers by
consistently cross-referencing works through the use of bracketed numbers. Chapter
introductions as well as biographical notes preceding each title provide more information about
the writers and the context of their activities, organizational as well as literary.Figure 2.
Comrades surround the brutalized body of Kobayashi TakijiFebruary 21, 1933, at the Kobayashi
home in Mabashi, Tokyo. Extraordinary police surveillance no doubt contributed to the
circulation of this famous photograph without the photographer being identified and the dates
varying between the twenty-first and twenty-second. The 2014 discovery of original glass plates
by Ito Jun, son of Kishi Yamaji (1899–1973, member of the Writers League and inaugural chair of
the Proletarian Photographers League), among his father’s belongings corroborates a statement
by Kishi in an early postwar discussion with comrades that he took photos the night Takiji’s body
was returned. (“Kobayashi Takiji no shi to sono zengo,” Shinnihon bungaku [February 1950]: 31.)



Front left is Kaji Wataru [16]; the blurry figure to his left is Yamada Seizaburō [28]; far right, Hara
Sen (Proletarian Theater League, wife of Nakano Shigeharu [19]). (Gaidobukku Kobayashi Takiji
no Tokyo Henshūiinkai, ed., Gaido bukku Kobayashi Takiji no Tokyo [Gakushū no Tomosha,
2008], 42.)We used the first published version of a work as the base text for translation,
indicating the year and source under each title, with the Japanese title included in the
bibliography. Our writers worked under increasingly stringent conditions of censorship, and
subsequent republications were frequently subject to increased redaction, if not outright
banning. Although writing and images considered pornographic were the predominant targets of
censorship, political writing, especially writing that brushed up against the 1925 Public Order
Law, was also at risk. Since postpublication banning was the predominant form of censorship
during the period covered by this anthology, editors and authors worked hard to avoid this costly
outcome by preemptively censoring their texts, using mostly Xs, ellipses, and sometimes Os in
place of words that risked running afoul of the authorities.Depending on context, readers of
proletarian literature would have had no trouble guessing that XX stood for the two characters
reading kakumei (revolution) or sensō (war). But when the Xs (or Os or commas or ellipses or
asterisks) multiplied, or whole lines were suppressed (sometimes indicated, other times not),
even the most practiced reader would have been unable to supply the missing text. Since our
goal is not to mystify, wherever missing passages were supplied in later editions thanks to
manuscripts or galleys guarded with courageous devotion, we have added them in, marking
each instance as follows: word. Writers who lived on after the war often did more than restore
what had been suppressed. We’ve included a few of those changes, too, and noted them. (We
haven’t, however, marked corrections of simple inconsistencies.) And we have left in Xs, Os, and
ellipses for which the intended words have never been recovered. When we use ellipses in
excerpted texts to indicate that an omission is ours, however, we surround them with
brackets: [. . .].Our texts have frequent recourse to typographic usage that overlaps with, but isn’t
identical to, the marks of self-censorship. The common Japanese literary convention of using
initials or dashes or X/O for place-names and other proper nouns and the use of ellipses and
dashes to indicate nonverbalized thought or hesitation are examples. The X’d elision of a street
address or the use of an initial can be a protective gesture or a literary performance of
suggestive anonymity, where the initial points to a plausible, actually existing locale. Our marked-
up texts invite you to reflect on the effects of precautionary self-censorship and the interplay of
that process with the developing conventions of modern prose fiction.17As indicated in the
chapter titles, the organization of this volume is principally by topic. “The Personal Is the
Political,” “Art as a Weapon,” “Children”—these are not the usual categories of proletarian
literature, but for that very reason, we think they enable readers to see past the boundaries
erected by convention and time. Should you decide to start at the beginning, however, you will
find that the organization is roughly chronological. We hope you will find that the parts speak to
one another and the whole suggests the reach of their history, including its proximity to our own
times.POSTSCRIPTIn 2008, after nearly two “lost decades” of economic stagnation in Japan,



The Crab Cannery Ship, the eighty-year-old masterpiece of proletarian literature by Kobayashi
Takiji, created a sensation by appearing on the best-seller lists.18 The image of a factory afloat
in the frigid waters of the North—a prison house without exit, entrapping desperate people in
deadly labor—was a flash that illuminated the present. Now, well into the twenty-first century,
how should we face our moment of brutal inequality, endless war, and the destruction of our
habitat? The writers in this volume found their world intolerable and they determined to change
it. They didn’t think literature was sufficient for that transformation, but they were sure it had a
role.We hope their stories speak to you.1The Personal Is the PoliticalINTRODUCTIONWhen is
your personal problem not just your personal problem? In 1969 American feminist Carol Hanisch
(1942–) insisted that the problems women were experiencing as largely personal problems,
including gender inequality in the home and workplace, could be mapped neatly onto social
structures of power with this simple question: “Who benefits from this problem?”1 In her essay
“The Personal Is the Political,” she was responding to criticism that the emphasis of US second-
wave feminism on raising consciousness was more concerned with the psychological (i.e.,
bourgeois therapy) and less concerned with the political (i.e., collective action). Responding that
women are “messed over, not messed up!” Hanisch insisted that raising collective
consciousness was not about individuals curing themselves but rather collectively realizing what
objective conditions needed to be changed to combat their oppression.The stories throughout
this anthology ask us to think about how personal tragedies happen because capitalism not only
does not care to prevent them but benefits in various, often invisible ways, such as assuring a
docile labor supply by inducing psychic and material precariousness. Injuries received on the
job, sexual harassment, ethnic discrimination, miscarriages, malnourished children, and many
other indignities of poverty show us how even problems experienced as deeply personal—such
as a child’s loss of her father in “Hell” [16]—form a pattern of oppression that becomes apparent
when we ask, “Who benefits from this problem?” The phrase “the personal is the political” seems
to come straight from the proletarian movement, as the men and women of the movement
addressed the problems of class, colonial, and gender inequality through deeply personal
narratives of injustice. That the title in fact comes from US second-wave feminism and,
moreover, that the slogan continues to resonate is useful because it reminds readers that
collective action against oppression, like the kind seen in the proletarian movement, continues to
be relevant.In a dispute over literary method in chapter 3, Sata Ineko ([15]; see also [8, 21])
shares the problems in her life—her husband has been arrested, her father has become
unhinged, and her brother has become a “bum”—and states that “we can see in all of these
[instances] a reflection of current social conditions.” The task of proletarian literature according
to Sata? “We proletarian writers, even when dealing with something that happened in a single
household or to one individual, don’t just scratch the surface of an event as if it had occurred in
isolation. Rather, we take it upon ourselves to discern the social necessity of its occurrence and
then give it concrete expression.” How does Sata understand the “social necessity” of her
hardships? Her 1932 essay is a rebuttal of criticism offered by rival proletarian writer Hirabayashi



Taiko [14] that proletarian works had become too “formulaic”; Sata rejects what she sees as a
naïve understanding of proletarian realism as a “method of depicting reality ‘just as it is,’” and
instead argues for “a method for taking a given phenomenon as it is and penetrating its essence
in order to reveal the necessity of its occurrence. There can be no such thing as presenting
reality simply ‘as it is.’ That is an empty expression, referring to what bourgeois realism imagines
it has achieved in merely scratching the surface of reality.”2The three short stories in this section
invite us to “penetrate the essence.” “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” ([1]; see also [5, 11, 22, 29,
30]), by the movement’s best-known author, Kobayashi Takiji, is a memory of a day spent with a
beloved sister told by a now-grown man to a comrade. Like “Tetsu’s Story” [19] by Nakano
Shigeharu, a harrowing boyhood account of a calligraphy demonstration before the crown
prince, the framework of recollection in Taguchi’s tale makes available the events of the past as
part of a system of oppression. Unlike “Tetsu’s Story,” however, “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow”
stops short of revealing how this memory and the fate of his sister might have affected his
decision to become “Comrade” Taguchi, leaving readers to make sense of it themselves. In
Wakasugi Toriko’s short story “The Mother” [3], by contrast, the eponymous protagonist suffers
first the loss of her son to illness and then her daughter to the socialist movement, but the latter
helps her to see that her personal tragedies are part of a greater pattern. Like Maksim Gorky’s
(1868–1936) Mother, translated into Japanese in 1929,3 the loss of a conventional family
enables this protagonist to pursue a new, more socially just formation of a family; but in contrast
to Gorky’s work, Wakasugi’s mother is led toward socialism by a daughter rather than a son.The
hardships endured by the female protagonist of Nakamoto Takako’s “Red” ([2]; see also [10]) are
depicted with a power combining the insights and techniques of both proletarian and New
Sensationist writing4 and invites comparison with Hayama Yoshiki’s “The Prostitute” [6] and
Kataoka Teppei’s “The Linesmen” [12]. Unlike those other stories, however, “Red” articulates
what it’s like to inhabit a proletarian woman’s body—in this case, a perennially pregnant body,
abused by a drunken spouse and then left to care for too many children without a living wage.
These characters and narrators—male and female, young and old, rural and urban—experience
hardships that might, individually, be regarded as bad luck, but together suggest a systematic
oppression that begs us, following Sata, to penetrate their “essence in order to reveal the
necessity of [their] occurrence.”The essays in this chapter are by two male leaders in the
movement. The youthful experience of poverty led Aono Suekichi [4, 9] to embrace nihilism and
Kobayashi Takiji to yearn for riches until they encountered, as Aono puts it, “the study of
society’s economic system and socialist theory.”5 HBS(1) Comrade Taguchi’s
SorrowKOBAYASHI TAKIJITranslated from Weekly Asahi (April 1930)Virtually no women appear
in “The Crab Cannery Ship” (1929), the work that catapulted Kobayashi Takiji (1903–1933; see
“A Chronology of My Life” [5]) to fame. The posthumously published “Life of a Party
Member” (1933) made Takiji notorious because its instrumental treatment of a female character
was thought to represent his own as well as Communist Party attitudes toward women.6 It may
therefore come as a surprise that the challenges facing poor and working girls and women were



a staple of Takiji’s fiction. His works (see [11] and [22]) bring us wives and mothers anxious
about the cost of their menfolk’s political commitments, wives embracing those sacrifices,
spunky factory girls taking on organizing responsibilities and brushing up against the challenges
of comradely romance, still other young women whose political awakening is nipped in the bud
by their obligation as caregivers, and, like the actual love of his life, women forced to sell their
bodies.7The torment of “Comrade Taguchi’s” sister is of a different sort. Like Takiji himself and
his older sister, she receives from a benefactor the chance to make a class leap. The
uncomprehending boyhood eyes of Comrade Taguchi accentuate the anxieties of class
“passing” for a young woman endowed with beauty and intellect. NF(Everybody’s had the
experience of whistling without knowing it. You don’t know the name of the tune.—And then, as
you go along, you say, that’s it, it’s that song. When this happens, it’s always the case that the
song is carrying a forgotten piece of the past that’s mysteriously stuck in a corner of your mind.
That’s according to Taguchi. There’re times when the song and the memory are related—but it
can also happen that a certain song mysteriously brings out a scene that has no connection to it
whatsoever.If only till the spring snow melts . . .8Taguchi says that whenever he hears this song
or finds himself whistling it, he remembers how he used to walk along the tracks on the cape in
the early spring cold after the sun had set, leaning his sleepy body against his sister’s. Come to
think of it, it was probably this song he was singing as he laid out his bedding.I must’ve been
about ten years old—Taguchi began, pulling the ashtray close to his pillow as he lay on his
belly.)My big sister was going to a girls’ higher school. There was no way our family could’ve sent
her, but there was a certain person who put up a little money for this. Even so, no question, life
was tough. When fall came and the grain harvest was supposed to be shipped off, my sister
would no sooner get home from school than she would be off to the “hand-sorting factory” for
export green peas. In other words, she was joining the night shift.These factories were usually
on the second floor of seaport warehouses. Wives who lived from hand to mouth brought their
kids along when they came to work as day laborers.—If you worked the whole day without
stopping to piss, you’d make seventy, eighty sen. But only the pros could make that much. Fifty
or sixty was more like it.—If you worked until eight or nine at night, then you’d get up to one yen.
And then, on their way home from the night shift, some of the women would have to sell
themselves in the warehouse corners, surrounded by those swirling piles of grains.My sister
would work from four or so until nine o’clock and earn forty, fifty sen. There were no girls like her
working in that kind of place. But she never acted like she resented it. She said it wasn’t like she
was one of those people who could afford to just go to school.There was a “volcanic ash
company” near the house. If you took a bucket and went behind the factory, you could pick coke
from the slagheap.—In winter this was a substitute for charcoal. You stick it in a bucket and
punch holes all over the sides and you’ve got yourself a stove. It burns with a purple flame.
Needless to say, we didn’t have a chimney so the whole house got smoky. Father went around
with the rims of his eyes all red. Still, it was better than putting up with the cold.—You have to be
there before anybody else has picked through it, said my sister, who’d get up earlier than the rest



of us and set out. When she got home, her head would be all white from the cinder dust.—I’ve
been coke picking, too, led by her hand.That year, the seas of Otaru were bustling with the first
big catch of herring in five years.—In Hokkaido, people and money pour in or flee depending on
whether it’s a good or bad year for herring. With a rope basket on her back, even a woman could
earn two or three yen a day unloading the herring. If you knew how to dress it, you could make
even more. There were never enough hands. After all, thousands, no tens of thousands of
bushels of herring had to be unloaded and disposed of in the space of two or three days.—But
my sister wouldn’t say she’d go.“You go one day, and you get a whopping two yen! Think of what
a help that’d be.” Mother kept repeating herself.“But . . . I just don’t wanna do it! . . . See . . .” This
wasn’t like my sister at all.“If you just go on Sunday, you’ll make as much as you do in a whole
month. . . .”“It’s because it’s Sunday. . . .” My sister didn’t seem to want to spell it out.“Because it’s
Sunday?”“. . .”—Sister was watching Mother silently.—“You know how the people from town
come sightseeing . . . and . . .” And here she stumbled over her words. “And . . . well, my friends,
you know, my friends from school. . . !”Mother started and looked into her face.“. . . !”It probably
shouldn’t have been a surprise that she hated the thought of being out there with a basket on her
back.—My sister, in spite of everything, did have a bit of vanity. I don’t know if you can call it
vanity in the usual sense. She just never brought home friends from school because our house
was on the “wrong side of the tracks” and it was dirty.—It was the kind of house that rattled with
the slightest bit of wind. So it was propped up with “stakes” in the back. The ceiling had no
panels, so you could see the bare rafters, and the rain poured right in. The area was swampy,
and the house was set on low foundations to begin with. When it rained, the tatami mats felt
sticky to your feet. And underneath, you could hear the plop, plop of the water. The pieces of
mud and straw glued into the wall had turned a dull brown from the rain and snow, and it would
crumble wherever you touched it.In springtime, city folk would come strolling through this
forsaken part of town by the sea. If she spotted any of her school friends among them, my sister
would hide in the house and refuse to go out.—That’s the way she was.If there was a big catch,
come Sunday, you could be sure that students and office-worker types from Otaru would come
around for the “herring spectacle.”—You’d be in your navy-and-white quilted jacket, gaiters on
your legs and cowl over your head, a basket on your back. They’d see you like that. This was
something she couldn’t bear to think of.But in the end, it was decided that she’d go.—Sister
stood biting her thin lip. I followed along after her that day.Jutting out to the shoreline, old Mt.
Baldy separated Kumausu Village from Otaru.If you round the bumpy path under the cliff that
looks like it’s about to cave in, then you come out to where you can see the whole fishing village
in the gently curving bay. Scattered houses follow the mountain wall pressing against their backs
all the way to the other side of the cape. Two tracks run through that narrow space between the
sea and the mountain. The villagers use the railway as their road. So the trains blow their
whistles the whole time as they pass right under the eaves.—No sooner than you think you’ve
seen a puff of white smoke at the turn of the cape on the other side then it’s passing in front of
the mountain, slipping in between the houses, coming at you in a rush. When it’s midway



through the village, you suddenly hear the rumbling. . . .Most of the time, it was just a remote
fishing village.—But when the herring swarmed, the entire stretch of sea became a cloudy white.
Seagulls skirted the surface of the water in rings, crying like babies. The bay thronged with the
boats around the “set nets” and the little boats with the “gill nets.” On the beach were planted lots
of long red streamers and white streamers. They were banners celebrating a big catch.Not only
was it a Sunday, but you could tell early on that it was going to be a fine day, so people crowded
in not just from Otaru but even from Sapporo. Every train that stopped at the Otaru Harbor
Construction Station or Asari Station was packed. City people of the kind you don’t see around
here formed a line from the stations to the beach.—It also happened to be the first day when,
after six months of imprisonment in Hokkaido’s long winter, you could step into a flood of bright
outdoor light.My sister, with a basket on her back, shrouded her face with a hand towel so that
no one would recognize her. I was playing nearby.—The other women working with her could
only stare in the direction of the pretty women coming from town. They chattered about their
kimonos and their hairstyles. But my sister would not look their way.Two boards led to and from
the sampans. You crossed one to unload your basket of herring, and then the other to go back,
making a loop as you repeated the trek. Every time the herring were scooped up, their fresh
scales gleamed silver.A fine-looking couple stood watching the spectacle together with their little
boy, dressed in naval uniform with binoculars slung over his shoulder.—As for me, my eyes were
glued to his Western clothing. I’d never seen anything like it. Not to mention the binoculars—you
didn’t see that kind of thing often. And, without knowing it, I began to draw near him.—The boy
saw me approaching. When our eyes met, he suddenly frowned. And then he must have tugged
at his mother’s hand. She had been watching the basket carriers, but then, as if to say “Hm?”—
she turned her gaze toward me. Feeling as if I’d done something bad, I began to back off.“You
get back here!”I got a sudden poke in the back. My sister was standing there, frowning.—
Obediently, I sat down on the sand near her equipment. I felt lonely but didn’t know why.There
were lots of people standing around there, too.“As if we were some kind of show . . . what do they
think is so interesting about this. . . !”My sister spoke in a low voice.—But she couldn’t lift her
face to look in their direction.There seemed to be a young man and woman standing just behind
where I’d sat down. From the corner of my eye I could see the lavender hem of a kimono,
spotless white tabi, sandals that looked to be two or even three inches high, sharp-creased
trousers and red leather shoes.—A walking stick moved without a moment’s pause. I managed
to steal a glimpse of all this without turning my head.They were talking to each other. “Aren’t they
hardworking, these ladies?”“Why don’t you try putting one of those baskets on your back, just
like them?”“After you.”—And they smiled at each other.Other basket carriers looked in their
direction. As they passed in front, none of the day laborers missed the chance to cast a glance
over my head at the couple.My sister was the only one who didn’t.After a while, the two headed
back. I was still sitting, listening to their footsteps fading away on the sand.—Relieved, I looked
behind for the first time. Then I remembered a motion picture, the only one I’d ever seen. She
looked like the woman in that picture, a beautiful woman like I’d never seen anywhere else.—



When she disappeared around the corner in the distance, I gave up and turned around—and
met my sister’s gaze. She’d been watching, too! I looked at her, my sister, wearing an indigo
jacket stitched in a fish-scale pattern and sandals. She looked like a man.—Suddenly, for some
reason, I didn’t like her so much anymore.I went off to play by myself until noontime. When I
came back, everybody who was unloading the herring was sitting in a bunch, eating rice balls
tossed in sweetened roasted soybean flour. This was the standard lunch for herring days. I got
some from my sister.“Guess what. Some friends from school were there . . . all dressed up. I was
so ashamed I just kept my face down. Thank goodness, they went away without noticing me.”I
sat listening with my mouth stuffed.“Imagine, being seen like this,” she said, shamefacedly
holding up her yellow-coated rice ball.“But it can’t be helped . . .”—And, as usual, she bit her
lower lip.I had a job, too.—A lot of herring fell from the sampans into the sea while they were
being scooped into the baskets. I’d fish for these with a long bamboo pole. That way, I’d catch
twenty or thirty in the course of the day.More people started coming after lunchtime. Women in
their finery would be standing here and there, watching.“That one’s not bad looking.”—This was
from two or three young men who looked like office workers.“You mean she’s a ‘rare country
bloom’?”Another one asked, laughing, “Which one, which one?”“That one over there.”The first
one said, “The one that just came—the third one in line. . . .”I looked casually in that direction.—
The third one was my sister!She must have noticed, too. She reddened and looked down.“Hey,
wait a minute.”One of them said.—“Poor thing. . . .”“Come on, she’s taking it as a
compliment.”Two of them walked ahead.“Just one more time.”The other one stood, waiting for my
sister to pass in front of them on the return trip. With her basket on her back, she was scarlet up
to her ears.As she went by, he said, “She’s a looker, all right,” and ran to catch up with the others.
He’d gone a fair ways when he turned to look back.—When he was out of sight, my sister lifted
her head at last. Her eyes followed in his direction for an instant. I was only a kid, but seeing this
gave me a funny feeling.Slipping the strap of the empty basket from one shoulder, my sister
stepped out of the line. “My legs are so sore, I can’t pick up my feet anymore. I’m going to take a
break for just a second.”The unloading zone was across the train tracks, quite a ways from the
sampans and up a steep incline. The basket carriers, all in a line with their shoulders hunched
over, would heave-ho to try to get a little bounce in their step as they climbed up.—Sister must
have used her sleeve to wipe the sweat off her face, for slivers of herring scale were carved into
her flushed cheeks like bits of silver paper.“Hey tootsie, I’m not gonna put too much in
yours.”When a young woman came up, the fishermen would put two and a half scoops instead of
the normal heaping three and help her up with a pat on the rump of her basket.“Damn lecher!”
said the old wives when they figured out what was going on.The fisherman’s dark ruddy face
broke out in laughter.“Got som’n to complain about, you shriveled bags? Don’t forget you used to
be young, too.”—The lightened load was a help to my sister. Even so, it was hard
going.“Where’re you from, sweetheart? Let’s go and have us a good time when we’re done.”So
the fishermen would joke as they filled her basket. But my sister wasn’t the kind of young woman
who could respond to that sort of thing.“I’ll lay out the bedding and be a-waitin’ for you.” There



were other women her age who were ready with a comeback.That day, I ended up getting into a
fight.—All my buddies who were going after the spilled herring were the children of day laborers.
They’d stand in the cold water, their kimonos rolled up to their bellies, dragging the herring close
to them with the bamboo poles. But it wasn’t them that I fought.It was just about when we were
all done.—A girl in Western clothing came over to us and said something. I turned bright red and
fumbled. It was because I’d never talked to anybody who looked like this.“Are they for free?” That
was what the girl was saying.I couldn’t answer in words, so I just nodded. The girl squatted and
reached out with one finger to touch the herring I was dangling. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.I
made up my mind and said, “Want one? . . .” After I managed to get the words out, I turned bright
red.—The girl looked pleased. I thrust a herring in her direction. She hesitated, looking like she
was about to reach out, but then withdrew her hand.“Dummy! Leave that thing alone!”It must
have been her big brother.—“It’s just garbage they pick up.—Filthy stuff!”He grabbed her by the
elbow and led her away.It got to me, being put in a situation like that. What was I supposed to do
with my hand, stuck out in her direction, holding on to a herring with a rope through its gills? I
suddenly found myself right behind the boy. I don’t know what happened then. Crushed roe
splattered on his cheek and shoulder—and a gill-less herring turned a somersault in my hand.I’d
been swiping at the boy from behind with the herring. I was panting for breath.“Get ’im, get ’im!”
My buddies were cheering me on.—The boy burst out crying and ran off. The girl, dragged by
the hand, was having a hard time running over the rocks—she started crying, too.The girl kept
looking back, as if she were frightened. When I saw her scared face, twisted from crying, I came
to myself with a start.“Now what did you do? . . . Idiot! . . .”My sister gave me a poke on the head
to go with these words. But there was something oddly comforting about her at that moment.
The tension melted, and I felt the tears welling up. . . .I let myself lean against my sister and rub
my eyes against her smelly apron, full of fish scales.Even after work, my sister wouldn’t leave
until it was dark. She said she was ashamed of having her face seen. The train packed with
sightseers chug-chugged up the slight elevation as it rounded the cape. When it was on the
other side, its winding body with brightly lit windows showed itself one more time.—The lights
came on in the boats in the offing. Their reflection cast a long tail on the dark surface of the sea.
The train tracks were mounted on concrete high above the coastline. So you could hear
snatches of conversation from the boats or the splashing water as if it were right nearby. The
waves slapped gently against the bottom of the concrete. The chill night wind of early spring had
stirred up.Tired, my body half resting against my sister’s, we walked the tracks back home. I was
sullen and silent.—In the dark sky over the offing, a seagull let out a cry like a baby’s. It was
desolate.Along the way, we would brush past men from the fishery.“Hey, good lookin’!” they’d call
out as they went by.Each time this happened, my sister would grasp my hand. . . . She was tired,
too. But from time to time, as if she’d only now remembered them, she’d start talking about the
pretty women from town. Good times are going to come our way too, she’d say. We just have to
keep doing our best and work hard.—That’s the way she was always thinking. I guess that’s why
she kept working with a vengeance.Finally, she lapsed into silence.—Then all you could hear



was the sound of our matched footsteps against the railroad ties. But from time to time I’d trip
over a tie and pitch forward. I’d fallen asleep. Each time my sister’s body would drag me
on.When we rounded the cape separating Kumausu Village from Otaru, the cold wind hit us with
full force. But then the lights of Otaru spread out sparkling right beneath us. . . . I felt reassured.—
And happy.“Hey, Sis, look how pretty it is! . . .”The words came out spontaneously.But it seemed
like my sister only lifted her head.—I got the feeling she was crying. . . .(“That’s all there is to it.”—
Taguchi said at the end.—“But it’s strange, you know, how I keep coming back to that one
day.”Taguchi’s lips twisted slightly.“What about ‘If only till the spring snow melts’?” I asked.“Don’t
know.—It was probably already popular back then, and . . . well, somehow . . .”—I hadn’t seen
Taguchi in a long time. He’d spent four months at “the country villa” thanks to the mass arrests of
the April 16 Incident.9 Two-year prison sentence, suspended for five. That was his status when
he got out. He wasn’t in great shape physically, so it was decided he’d stay at my place for a
while.Taguchi’s sister went through a lot to get through the girls’ higher school, and then she
took a position at an elementary school in Furano. She’d send practically all her pay to her family.
That was just like her, Taguchi said. She was the kind of big sister who’d walk ahead of him in a
snowstorm, shielding him from the wind and making a path in the snow all the way to school.—
This was something Taguchi talked about all the time.Thanks to his sister’s monthly payments,
he was able to get through middle school and then enter a special higher school for medicine.
Needless to say, Taguchi isn’t giving any time to his medical studies anymore.—For his sister
who’d known nothing but poverty while she was growing up, becoming a doctor was the most
likely way to “get rich,” and that’s why she’d sent him to that school.Then this poor sister got
involved in a love affair. It ended badly. The guy was said to be the college-educated son of a big
landowner. I’d heard somewhere that she wasn’t quite right in the head after that. It must have
been a year later that she threw herself into that eerie Sorachi River. Her body never came
up.Taguchi and I are good pals. But he never talks about his sister’s death. It’s completely out of
the ordinary for him to tell the kind of story he told today.—I guess there was always something
about his sister that made you feel she was lonely. I don’t know any of the details. And out of
regard for his feelings, I’ve made it a point not to ask.It’s almost spring, time for the herring to
come.—I’ll bet Taguchi’s thinking about his sister.)Translated by Norma Field(2)
RedNAKAMOTO TAKAKOTranslated from Women’s Arts (January 1929)Figure 3. Nakamoto
Takako at podiumOctober 18, 1929, at Asahi Auditorium, Tokyo. Nakamoto Takako’s [2, 10]
lecture, titled “On the Formation of World Monopoly and the Problems Thereof,” at the Women’s
Arts fall lecture. (Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature.)Nakamoto Takako
(1903–1991) was born to a self-described petty bourgeois family: graduating from the
Yamaguchi Prefectural Higher School, she taught for several years before moving to Tokyo to
pursue literature in 1927.10 Like Kataoka Teppei, she wrote her early fiction and criticism as part
of Yokomitsu Riichi’s (1898–1947) modernist movement, New Sensationism.“Red” was
published in Women’s Arts, which also published her well-known short story, “The Female Bell-
Cricket.”11 Women’s Arts was a consciously feminist literary journal primarily by and for women



receptive to proletarian politics. It published Matsuda Tokiko [32], Sata Ineko [8, 15, 21],
Hirabayashi Taiko [14], Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], and, eventually, leftist males such as
Kobayashi Takiji [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30]. By the end of 1929, Nakamoto renounced her
experimental creative writing exemplified by “Red” and moved to Kameido to be near the female
factory workers at the Tōyō Muslin Factory (see “Going on a Field Trip?” [10]). There, she
embarked on the harrowing path of a labor organizer working with the underground Japanese
Communist Party. “Red” makes a valuable pairing with a better-known work, Hayama Yoshiki’s
short story “Letter in a Cement Barrel” (1926), which depicts a worn-down husband. HBSFinally,
the housework was done, and now Shigé, while keeping an eye on her youngest, three-year-old
Sué, pulled out her worktable so she could get back to pasting together the envelopes she was
making for piecework.The sliding paper door in front of her nose had faded to a distinctly antique
hue, each thin sheet of paper the only thing between her and the bracing winds of the shifting
world outside. Yet each sheet’s frame also served as a tiny window to that world, coolly
organized into sections. The autumn sunlight angled in through the frames and threw countless
bright bands diagonally across the room.As if by habit, Shigé peered out at the street from her
worktable through a hole poked through the paper just even with her eyes. A group of children
were gathered around the water spigot, talking and playing. Shigé’s next youngest, Tomo, was
out there too, dressed in a filthy flannel apron and standing to the side. Letting out a deep breath,
Shigé looked back over at her other children and then returned to her work. Sué amused herself
at her mother’s side, contentedly sucking on a bell that had lost its clapper.Suddenly, Shigé
raised her head, snapping to attention: Tomo was crying. Lifting her hands from her work, Shigé
peered again through the hole in the door. Tomo was running toward the house with both hands
pressed to his head and his voice raised in a plaintive wail, pursued by a crowd of roughneck
boys throwing rocks. Shigé hurried outside, gripped by a rising tide of rage. Tomo’s cries doubled
in intensity when he saw his mother, and he clutched at her hands. Shigé glared at the boys, her
son’s hands in her own. They made no move to flee, however, and in fact drew closer. Faced with
the ferocity of Shigé’s gaze, they let the stones fall quietly from their fingers, but one boy,
dressed in Western clothes and the tallest of the group, petulantly raised his voice:“Ma’am,
Tomo’s the one who’s bad! I was giving my dog Shiro some bread and he snatched it on the
sly!”Shigé kept glaring down at the children, but she felt her cheeks redden and her eyeballs
grow hot. She was loath to bow her head before them. At the same time, though, she had no
words with which to excuse Tomo’s actions.Shigé looked down at her pale child, and as she
watched his tears clear new tracks down his grimy, dust-caked cheeks, she felt rage course
through her. Still gazing down at him as he looked tearfully back up at her, she wordlessly
slapped him hard across the face.Tomo squeezed out an even more piercing wail, shrieking as if
he’d been set on fire.The children gathered around Shigé stared blankly up at her,
openmouthed. Shigé pulled her crying, screaming child to her and headed, nearly running, back
into the house. Tomo collapsed just inside the threshold, moaning in a low voice, and stayed
there, unmoving. Hearing her brother, Sué suddenly began crying too. Shigé picked Sué up and



sank down beside her son, her unfocused eyes staring off at some indistinct point in the
distance.She could understand Tomo wanting some bread meant for a dog. His stomach lining
had surely finished absorbing the rice gruel from morning and now he must be suffering horribly
with nothing to distract him. Even so, she lacked the money to buy even one little piece of bread
to soothe her innocent boy’s hunger. It made Shigé’s heart hurt, and it was this hurt that had
found its outlet in her angry outburst.Cold drops trickled slowly down her cheeks as she sat
there, immobile.That evening, like always, Kanenari staggered drunkenly home in a dim, thick
fog. He reached the front door and fell there in a heap. His wife, who had run out to see what the
racket was, looked down at her husband and furrowed her darkened brow. Clucking her tongue,
she tapped his shoulder.Kanenari found himself unable to stir his lower body, and through
sleepy, hooded eyes, he attempted to make out the murky figure before him.“What, am I home
already?”Kanenari slid his hand down his face and expelled a breath ripe with alcohol. Instead of
replying, Shigé just took his hand and dragged him into the house. She reached into his money
purse to see what was left. When she withdrew her hand, she found a mere thirty-five sen, all
that remained of a day’s wage of a yen and eighty sen. She stared fixedly at it, and then looked
over and found herself returning her husband’s drunken gaze. All her anger and contempt bore
down on him as he lay across the threshold like a rotting salmon still dressed in blue work
clothes, and all at once, she threw the money in his face.“What’s wrong with you, don’t you
understand about family?”Hit by this unexpected hailstorm, Kanenari leaped to his feet.“You
idiot, now you’ve done it!”His dull yet agitated eyes fixed on his wife. Confronted with these sore,
reddened eyes, Shigé blinked and looked away. She braced herself for the descent of the balled-
up fist raised even now above her head. But Kanenari let it fall, powerless, to his side. Folding his
hands together beneath his head, he lay heavily back down where he’d been. From there he
glared pointedly up at the swelling outline of his wife’s belly.Shigé gathered up the scattered
copper and silver coins and walked dispiritedly back to her worktable to resume assembling
envelopes.For a little while, silence reigned. The only sounds to be heard in the six-mat room
were those of her five children breathing steadily from where they lay sprawled, sleeping in a
heap.Her husband returning drunk from work every day made Shigé truly wretched. Each day’s
wage was sucked up in alcohol, leaving too little money to provide even three meals for her
children. He’s a father of five, how could he be so thoughtless? The image of Tomo being
chased by rock-throwing children earlier that day sprang to mind with sudden clarity. Not only
that, but yet another life was struggling for existence within her body. What on earth did that man
think he was doing, putting his family through all this?—As the room filled with the alcoholic
fumes Kanenari emitted as he slept, Shigé’s throat worked with inexpressible resentment. She
thrust aside her worktable and walked back over to her husband. Her two hands were already
seizing him by the front of his shirt and shaking him. Kanenari brushed her bothersome hands
away and headed toward the other room. Shigé doggedly pursued him and took hold of his
collar again.“You really don’t understand what makes me go out drinking every night, do
you?”No sooner had Shigé caught sight of Kanenari’s hand fanning out before her than it fell to



strike her on the back. Her eyes filled with tears, but the rage-filled gaze she fixed on her
husband never wavered. Seeing his wife look at him this way, Kanenari kept striking her with the
flat of his hand again and again. When he finally released her, she collapsed where she stood,
flimsy as a rice cracker.Casting a sidelong glance at his wife as she lay there unresisting, her
shoulders heaving like waves, Kanenari went into the kitchen. His hand sought the earthenware
saké bottle and brought it to his ear. Hearing the bottom of the bottle laugh mockingly at him,
Kanenari moved his head up to meet the bottle’s mouth with his.From the next day forth,
Kanenari stopped going to the lumber mill. When Shigé found out that this was because he got
in a fight with the foreman and hit him on the head, she decided to pay a visit to the foreman’s
house with an elegant box of sweets. Of course, to buy the sweets, she had to pawn the obi
she’d kept since marriage, her shabby trousseau.She couldn’t accept her husband’s behavior. It
was clear what would happen to his household as a result of his actions, and yet he heedlessly
went and did them anyway—Shigé muttered her complaints bitterly to herself.The foreman was
not at home. In his place emerged a woman with a densely freckled face and a manner of
recently assumed refinement. Weren’t you just a barmaid? Shigé thought.This woman, the
foreman’s wife, slid the glass door of her house open a few inches and ran her eyes from the top
of Shigé’s head to the tips of her toes in an unpleasantly exaggerated display of caution. Shigé
ordered her malnourished, obstinate muscles to manufacture an expression of solicitous
warmth. The quivering edges of her mouth as she tried to force an exaggerated smile made her
look as if she were about to cry.Shigé presented her box of sweets to the foreman’s wife and
began to stammer out her plea. Apologizing for her husband’s wrongdoing, pointing out the
extreme poverty of their household, she beseeched the foreman’s wife that he be allowed to
return to work. The foreman’s wife knit her brow and, after weighing the thickness and heft of the
sweets in her hand, promised to speak to her husband when he returned. Shigé performed three
polite bows before her freckled interlocutor and left the premises.Returning home, Shigé found
Kanenari absent and all five children noisily crying. The police had just picked up him up.
Suddenly faced with the fact that her actions had been so much wasted effort, Shigé sank down
in the doorway and sat there in a daze.All this time she’d carefully hoarded that sash like hidden
treasure, and she wished more than anything now to be able to take back the sweets she’d
traded it for in vain. The empty stomach she’d been enduring suddenly grew unbearable.Even if
life with Kanenari meant that every day’s earnings were converted immediately into saké, it still
had meaning for her. Now that he’d disappeared completely, it felt as if the center had been
plucked from her very existence. Shigé recovered her senses a bit and looked around her, but
her house was like so much collapsing tofu, and it was impossible for her to see how or starting
from where she could begin setting things right.After a while, Shigé paid another visit to the
foreman’s house. She intended to plead with him to use his power to lighten the sentence
against her husband, or at least hasten his release by even just one day. But this time, no one
bothered to greet her or even notice that she was there. They’d probably already polished off the
obi’s worth of sweets she’d delivered earlier.Shigé returned home, grinding her teeth angrily at



the shameful treatment she’d received in return for her gift. As she stared down at the prints her
feet were leaving in the dark soil, she reflected that it was a wonder she hadn’t lost her mind. Her
husband, for his part, simply drank his troubles away and thereby managed to remain the
happier of the two.—Shigé was brought up short as she realized that she didn’t have any idea
how she was going to make ends meet. It now fell to her to provide food and shelter for six
hungry mouths. Putting together envelopes for piecework simply wasn’t going to be enough.She
sent her oldest children to a go-between so they could be farmed out as nursemaids and
apprentices. She tried to put the younger ones up for adoption, but no one was willing to
squeeze someone else’s child into their lives. Clutching her three remaining children to her, she
decided to go out to the excavation site where a new, seven-meter-wide road leading out of town
was being dug.Shigé mixed herself in with the other women as they labored strenuously all day
in their red underskirts. Working this way, she was able to make a living, but she also hoped that
all the hard work would help her miscarry the baby growing in her belly. She couldn’t imagine
that the addition of yet one more life to her household would do anything but complicate an
already tragic situation.It was a balmy autumn day. The sky was clear as polished glass and
suffused with sunlight. The wind had died and the landscape around her stood still as a picture
painted on a wall.Men pounded the red earth with picks and hammers, stripped down to just a
thin shirt or no shirt at all. The finely honed edges of their tools sharpened the autumn air as they
arced above the men’s powerful muscles. The simple melodies of their work songs allowed their
souls to be gripped by the sacred spirit in their labor.As she shoveled red earth excavated from
the hill into a trolley cart and pushed it over to the road, Shigé’s lower abdomen started
contracting, and it became harder and harder to remain upright. Eventually, she buckled at the
waist and fell onto the soft red dirt. She felt movements in her belly as if the baby were kicking
the walls of her uterus, and her lower abdomen felt squeezed by a nearly unbearable pressure.
Shigé tried again and again to sit up, gnawing her lips in agony as she pressed her hands hard
against her stomach.“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”A leg clad in speckled trousers and yellow
gaiters nudged Shigé’s shoulder. It was the foreman.“Noth—nothing. It’s just, my stomach hurts
a little. . . .”“Don’t joke around with me. I’ve got no use for laziness.”The foreman still had his foot
on Shigé’s shoulder, and he used it to shake her roughly. She had no choice but to haul herself
to her feet, but she was too weak even to put one foot in front of the other. Her field of vision
darkened and she sat back down on the mound of dirt piled up behind her. The foreman’s foot
caught her hard in the butt.“Get going! The sun’s still high in the sky and already you’re
complaining!”Lifted up and thrown like a rabbit, Shigé’s body landed near the empty cart. She
pulled herself up, and slowly, she began to push the cart forward while leaning on it for
support.Severe pressure in her abdomen caused her whole body to shudder. She had been
enduring this pain for days now. She closed her eyes and pushed the cart.The cart started to roll
down a hill, but Shigé, her body still supported by the cart, had fallen asleep. The cart’s speed
increased dramatically as it approached a bend in the path, and once it got there, since no one
was steering, it tilted to the left, and Shigé’s body slid into empty space like a falling leaf. Tracing



a parabola as she flew, Shigé landed in a field at the bottom of a cliff.The cart continued to run
off track until it stopped at the top of the embankment. The red earth that filled it unloaded into
the field below and there it sat, uncaring, its huge mouth gaping dementedly, making no move to
retrieve its load.After a little while, the other workers noticed the cart sitting there and
investigated, thus finding out about Shigé’s fall.Eventually, Shigé was rescued and laid out on
the withered grass that covered one of the surrounding plateaus. She recovered her senses after
a bit and opened her eyes, the bright autumn sun penetrating her pupils as it bore down on her.
She seemed to have been knocked hard on the back of the head and the butt, and as the
tingling in her body dispersed like mist, she cried out in pain. Planting her right hand in the dirt,
Shigé struggled to get up, but no matter what she did, her muscles steadfastly refused to
respond. She closed her eyes and felt her consciousness fade again.“Hey! Get up! Can’t you get
up?”A shoe prodded her shoulder.Shigé slowly pulled her upper and lower lids apart.“Get up
and go home if you’re gonna sleep.”So saying, the foreman blew a cloud of tobacco smoke into
the sky. Through it, Shigé could see shadows deepening in the autumnal folds of the far
mountain range.Shigé rose and, moaning, started to walk. She cut a figure that looked as though
it could be toppled by the slightest of breezes.The fetus in her stomach began to jump as she
crawled into bed. Churning inside as if being wrung from her body, the movements of the child
clambering madly toward the surface kept Shigé moaning throughout the night.And then, as the
soft white fingers of dawn reached in through the window, Shigé’s period flowed once more after
five months’ pause.The little fleshy mass that had blossomed in this red tide, now delicately
shrunken, threw its fate a sidelong glance. The world was burdened with the seed of one less
tragedy. Birthday and burial . . . a curtain rises, a curtain falls.A red song has begun—the sun’s
song. It’s red.It’s red . . .. . . red . . .. . . red . . .. . .. . .Translated by Brian Bergstrom(3) The
MotherWAKASUGI TORIKOTranslated from Criticism (November 1931)Precocious Wakasugi
Toriko (1892–1937) began participating in literary groups at the age of twelve, when she was
training to be a geisha at the house where she was adopted shortly after being born to the
mistress of a wealthy merchant. She disliked the business and, at the age of sixteen, took off for
Tokyo, where she worked as a maid before managing to get a position as a reporter. She
married Itakura Katsutada (1887–1973), a fellow journalist, later an instructor of English and a
translator.12 The illegitimate son of an aristocrat, Itakura was able to provide her with a
comfortable living. Both this story and “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” [1] feature characters who
hope against the odds that their hard work will pay off. It’s interesting to observe the ideology of
hard work and dedication challenged in the fiction of writers who had in fact secured the
possibility of a comfortable life.In 1925 Wakasugi published her first proletarian work in Literary
Front, “Blazing Sun,” a story addressing workplace injustice. She would go on to join the Writers
League, become active in MOPR (International Red Aid), the relief organization for detainees
and their families, and edit Working Women with Miyamoto Yuriko [36, 40] and Sata Ineko [8, 15,
21]. Arrested in 1933 for attending Kobayashi Takiji’s wake (see fig. 2),13 her chronic health
problems were aggravated, leading to death in 1937.Wakasugi was pained by the gap between



her comfortable circumstances and the world she had experienced in childhood, a gap that was
clarified through her political commitment. Was she qualified to call herself a proletarian writer?
she wondered to the impoverished Matsuda Tokiko [34]. Yet it was precisely those
circumstances that allowed her to host study sessions for the “first-year” women in the Writers
League. Matsuda vividly recalls the thrill of discussing proletarian works produced by their
seniors in the supportive environment created by Wakasugi.14 Part of this thrill surely came from
the opportunity to grasp gender and class oppression together. For Wakasugi, “proletarian
literary theories were directly useful for acquiring a gendered viewpoint.”15“The Mother” not only
shows awareness of social injustice but portrays women coming together to act on that
awareness. That Mioko becomes an organizer in Kameido (part of the Nankatsu industrial area
of Tokyo densely populated with female textile workers; see [3], [8], and [10]) is testimony to
Wakasugi’s own commitment. NF and HBSAfter Mioko was fired, a stranger started coming by
the mother’s house. It might be early morning or late at night, but he made no effort to call out a
“Hello” or a “Pardon me.” He would wait lifelessly in the entryway for someone to appear at the
door.“Is Miss Mio here?”That’s all he would say. High forehead, jet-black eyes, and slumped
shoulders—the young man made an unforgettable first impression.Sometimes Mioko would go
outside and they’d talk for a couple of minutes, and other times they’d leave together and she
wouldn’t return for a while.“So . . . where does that fella come from?” the mother asked with an air
of nonchalance.“We used to work for the same company.” Mioko, too, responded casually.But he
didn’t seem like a company man—thought the mother. He seemed like a student or a worker. Yet
for all that, he did dress neatly in a suit and tie.The mother had her reasons to dislike him. When
he came around, she felt like he was slowly but surely taking her daughter away from her.“Don’t
you think it’s best not to get too close to that fellow?”When the mother said such things, Mioko
would shoot a stern look in her direction.The mother was heartily ashamed that her daughter
had been fired from the company and hid the fact, even from Mioko’s older brother. But then, the
newspapers ran headlines like “Devil Hand of the All-Japan Council of Labor Unions Reaches
Out” and “Red Office Girls.”16 The stories explained in great detail how the organizational
committee of the branch of the employees’ union the women were trying to organize was
discovered. And that is how everyone, including her brother, learned all about her being
fired.Mioko’s brother, who had been a woodblock printer for a long time and now worked in the
Printing Bureau of the Ministry of Finance, was in a foul mood that night.—My own job is shaky
enough, what with my tuberculosis, but what if I lose it because of my little sister?! How would
we eat?He became uncontrollably angry, as if she had done something terribly selfish.That
evening the three were sitting sour-faced around the dinner table when the lattice gate opened
softly.“Sounds like someone’s here again.”Mioko’s brother pricked up his ears. He put down his
chopsticks.“Is that so—?”The mother gave Mioko a furtive look.Mioko wiped her mouth with her
apron, got to her feet in a hurry, and left the room. The mother strained her ears and heard what
sounded like Mioko slipping on her clogs and going outside. She returned after about ten
minutes.“Wouldn’t happen to be that Yamazaki, would it?”The mother had remembered the



young man’s name from the first time he visited.“Uh-huh . . .” Mioko nodded without looking
up.“Who the heck is Yamazaki?” Her brother bared his animosity. “That, that guy . . . I suppose
he’s the one you call your leader, huh.” He said it with a deliberate sneer.Mioko acted irritated but
didn’t say anything.Her brother had been selected from among the woodblock printers at the
printing factory because of his skillful technique, and now he worked as an engraver in the
Printing Bureau. As a result, he carried on like he was a master craftsman and Mioko couldn’t
stand it. He was a laborer, but because he drew a monthly salary, he didn’t give a thought to
even basic questions such as how young workers could improve their lives. Instead, he
devoured articles in the bourgeois newspapers about leftist movements and, mindlessly
accepting what they said, spouted off about this and that.“I don’t know what kind of man this
Yamazaki is, but what in the world does he think he’s going to accomplish by organizing riffraff
like you office girls and department store clerks. . . .”He was at it again tonight.Mioko thought it
best to remain silent when her brother spoke of Yamazaki, but when the talk touched on the
union, she couldn’t hold back any longer.“Brother, why are you talking nonsense?—We have a
real workplace, you know.”Mioko was angered by her brother’s condescension and ignorance.
“And just what d’you think you’re doing, you—of all people? You work in a large factory, but
you’re all by yourself, at their beck and call, putting up with that long apprenticeship, drawing a
measly monthly salary, carving karakusa day in and day out. . . .” By “karakusa,” Mioko meant the
arabesque design on the bills.“There’s only one way to improve our lives—we’ve got to join the
most actively confrontational union, the one without corrupt leaders, and band together to
fight. . . .”“Who’d you learn that from? What a lot of nerve!” The minute trembling of his fingers
showed his anger.“Where we are, we’ve got the All-Japan Council of Labor General Employee
Union. You’ve got the Publishing Workers’ Union. As long as a workplace has people ready to
protest, whether it’s a department store or whatever, the union’s ready to send out organizers
right away.” Color rising in her cheeks, Mioko could have gone on forever.Beneath a lampshade
barely grazing his forehead, her brother’s temples were pulsing and he looked like he might
cry.“Mioko—” he began, as he always did when he felt unable to contain his conflicted feelings. “I
start doing what you’re doing, and just watch me get fired. And then who’s going to take care of
this family?”The mother felt anxious watching the siblings feud.Wondering when her daughter
became the sort of young woman who would say such things, she looked at Mioko’s still childlike
shoulders and, to her surprise, found that she understood what her daughter was saying. But
she also felt unbearable sorrow for big brother, working away in spite of his sickly body.The next
morning, the mother woke up and found Mioko’s bed empty. The hours passed, but she didn’t
come home.My daughter’s gone—the instant the mother realized as much, the image of that
young man Yamazaki flashed before her eyes. But she didn’t have the slightest idea where he
might live.Over a month passed.Some days it poured rain, and then the next day the hot
summer sun would appear. Here and there, talk would be of floods or landslides, but no news
came about Mioko. The mother couldn’t forget about her for even one moment, and every day
the mother’s emotions raged like the tempestuous weather.Then one day a letter arrived from a



stranger—Ikeda Masa. The mother opened the envelope with shaking hands.I hasten to inform
you that Miss Mioko was arrested due to her connection with Mr. Yamazaki. Her whereabouts
were unknown until yesterday, when it was finally ascertained that she is being held at Y police
station. Please proceed as quickly as possible to Y police station to negotiate her release. In our
experience, it is best if a family member goes. In haste.The mother’s head was muddled with
shock and joy. She quickly made her preparations and left. Once she got off the streetcar, she
rushed through the gates of the police station, but was turned away on the grounds that the
person in charge was not present. After that, she went every day. She bowed her head hundreds
of times before the Special Higher Police.Then one evening, she finally obtained the release of
her daughter.“Mioko—” She looked at her daughter’s face, pale and translucent like wax, and
she was overcome with emotion.It was now the season for a warm, lined kimono, but Mioko was
still wearing the splash-patterned summer kimono she had on when she left the house. The
mother pulled a jacket out of the bundle she brought and helped her put it on.Mioko grabbed
hold of her mother’s shoulder to steady herself and descended the stairs of the police station.
Once outside, the mother wept with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.“Mother—why are you
crying?”Mioko looked sharply at her mother out of the corner of her eyes. “It’s a disgrace, the
way you’re carrying on—there’s no reason for it. I haven’t done anything wrong to make you bow
your head before the police.”These were the first words that Mioko spoke to her mother after two
months.My daughter’s changed—the mother thought. But she could understand how Mioko
felt.Mioko’s brother had been bedridden ever since he vomited blood at work. Seeing his sister
for the first time in a long while, his cheeks flushed quickly, but he didn’t say anything.Then one
day, he spoke to her with a frankness that was uncharacteristic. “What was the name of that
fellow? That’s it, Yamazaki, right? What’s he up to? He never comes to visit anymore.”“He’s been
taken in.”“Oh—”“By now, he’s probably been sent to Ichigaya.”“That fellow is a real man after all!
Look at me. I get sick and I get the sack. No matter how much I struggled, it didn’t amount to
anything. I guess I’m supposed to just lie here and wait ’til I die.”She could see his long legs
stretched out toward the wall, sticking out from under the quilt. They were pitifully bony.One day,
after she had been back half a month, Mioko left the house saying “I’ll be back in a bit—” and
then didn’t come back. By night, she still hadn’t returned.Because of what had happened before,
the mother held back the tears and tried to think of what to do.Maybe she left a note—the
mother searched Mioko’s belongings.There was nothing. Well, just one thing: a letter stuck in a
notebook. It was a yellow, sealed letter.On the front was the following: No. XX, XXchō, Ichigaya,
c/o Ikeda, Miss Aoki Mio. On the back, Yamazaki Jirō.—Aha! She read the letter intently. Small
brush strokes filled the page. The calligraphy was so fine that it was difficult, and she had to skip
through it.“I hear you’re changing workplaces, but unless there are circumstances beyond your
control, it’s best not to change too frequently. And, get to know the others as much as possible,
make lots of good friends, and meanwhile, gradually extricate yourself from your current
environment.—Don’t give your brother a hard time. He’s a sick man, after all. Finally, if you think it
is all right, please give my best to your kind mother.”She read the letter with her eyes full of tears.



—That man who was dark as a bat on the outside had such gentle, loving emotion in him?At the
end, there were requests for several books and clean laundry. Even the mother had a good idea
where Yamazaki was.There was no sign of Mioko after that.Then one day at the local bathhouse,
a neighbor lady called out to the mother. “My daughter says she ran into your Mio-chan about
four or five days ago.”“What? Where did she run into Mioko—?”“Out in front of Kameido.”“I
wonder if it wasn’t someone else. . . .”“No, my daughter went to school with Mio-chan for six
years, you know.”“Well, how did my daughter look?“She had her hair back in a traditional style,
she carried a lunchbox, and she was walking along with female factory workers. . . .”“Did she
seem well?”“Hmm . . . well, when my daughter called out ‘Mio-chan!’ she abruptly hurried
away.”The news she had long awaited was disappointing. But above all she hoped that Mioko
was well.For two or three years her son had been inclined to miss work because of illness. But
even when he was home he worked, saying his skills would deteriorate if he didn’t. The delicate
lines, finer than hair, that filled both sides of a bill—they crossed one another with dizzying
elaborateness. The mother felt cold shivers run down her back. She could see before her very
eyes her son’s life being worn down, little by little, inside the exceedingly complex lines.“Mother—
I’ve been a burden to you for a long time, haven’t I?” He sat up in the futon and looked at his
arms and legs.“If I die, what will become of you?”“What will become of me? Well, I’ll be in big
trouble if you don’t get better, won’t I?”“Whatever you do, you must find Mioko. Look, you might
be able to find out where she is if you contact the woman who told you she was in police
custody. You still have the letter she sent, don’t you?”“It says Ichigaya, Tomihisachō, No. XXX.
Ikeda Masa—that’s what it says.”The next morning, the mother reached in to replace the hot
water bottle, and when she touched the sick man’s leg, it was deathly cold. She tried to rouse
him, but he gave no response.Unbeknownst to her, her son had breathed his last while turned to
the wall.He had always been an eccentric and solitary man, so no one came to offer
condolences. Then again, there was no way to let anyone know.What if I get fired? Who’ll take
care of us?—Her son used to lash out at his mother and sister with these words. But he died
without having lived a single day of youth—this was what made the mother feel most bitter.After
taking care of a sick man for so long, now, for the first time, she felt released from the
unproductive life of kitchen work and child rearing.Tomihisa in Ichigaya was a ramshackle
neighborhood of tiny old houses. She asked people where the Ikeda house was, but no one
knew. After walking in circles for an hour, she discovered the house at the end of a crooked,
narrow dead end.“Is this the Ikeda house?”She entered through the lattice door and looked
inside. It sure doesn’t seem like a normal house—she thought.The space was cluttered with
books and tables and chairs. There weren’t any medical supplies like you’d expect for a doctor,
and it was too messy to be a magazine company. Hmm . . . maybe she’s a night school teacher—
wondered the mother as she stood there uneasily.A woman with dark glasses appeared and
said, “May I ask whose family member you are?”“I’d like to speak with Miss Ikeda Masa—I am
the mother of Aoki Mio.”“Miss Ikeda—”The woman with the glasses called out to the back, and
then, “Miss Ikeda is presently doing laundry. Please come in and wait.”There was the sound of



water running in the kitchen.She sat down on a chair that had its frame exposed and took a look
around.A small and a medium-sized room had been combined by removing the sliding doors
between them and in the middle two giant tables squared off. Seated at one was the woman with
glasses from before, and her pen continued to move without her casting a single sidelong
glance.In front of where she was sitting, books were lined up like the storeroom of a used
bookstore. There were books with Western writing, difficult-looking titles, and what appeared to
be literary works.But it was something else that gave the mother an odd feeling. In the corner of
the room was a very tall shelf, full of kimonos and hats like a pawn shop.What kind of place is
this?—she kept asking herself.“I am Ikeda.”Masako appeared before her, in Korean-style dress.
She was a young woman with big round eyes.After a lengthy greeting to Masako, the mother
said, “I’ve had some word that Mioko is in Kameido, but I wonder if that’s true. . . .”“Miss Mioko?
She is carrying on very bravely.”Masako’s large, childlike eyes twinkled. “Yes, she was in
Nankatsu until recently.—But now she’s been moved to a new place.”“Then you’ve been getting
news from her the whole time?”“Yes, we’re very busy with our work here, so there isn’t proper
time to meet, but we do keep up with messages.”“—Your work? What is it?”“We do work for an
aid committee!”The mother had heard her daughter talk about the aid committee.—We are part
of the aid movement working to support proletarian liberation activists who’ve been victimized,
as well as their families. Despite the threats of white terror, we persist in hanging our sign
publicly to offer aid to those victimized. Like a beacon in the dark sea. . . .Now that she knew
what the space was, the mother took another look around the room.“Those books, they’ve all
come from prison, haven’t they?”“Yes, they’ve made the rounds at Ichigaya and Toyotama.”“And
this, what is this?” She pointed to a card on the table as though it were a rare object.“This? This
is a card listing the victim’s name, care package contents, and other information.”There’s gotta
be a card for Yamazaki Jirō in here!—she thought.Strangely enough, ever since her own son had
died, she had begun to think of Yamazaki.“And that—what’s that?”Now she was standing in front
of the shelves that had previously given her great misgiving.There were five shelves. Hats and
clothes had been paired for individual recipients. A fedora with Western clothes, a cabbie cap
with a splash-patterned navy kimono, overalls with a cabbie cap, student uniforms with their
stand-up collars, kimonos woven with stripes, and even spring jackets.Students, workers, small-
time merchants—here was the miscellaneous clothing these men had worn.She rubbed her
wrinkled hands and looked around. She felt the lingering warmth from the hot blood of everyone
who had been wrapped in these clothes until the moment of their arrest.Spring, summer, fall,
winter—white summer clothing, padded kimonos, overcoats, and hats vividly told the story of
the season of the arrest.“No one has come to claim these?” she asked, her voice catching.“Yes,
that’s right. There are many people who are alone, with no parents or siblings, who never receive
a care package, not even once. There are also lots of people from fine families who cut their ties
when they enter the movement.”—They’re all sons and daughters of the same blood! Unable to
bear the excitement, she covered her face with her rough, large, bony hands.Before long, she
moved in with Masako. She followed Masako everywhere, and strangers would have thought



she was Masako’s real mother. Sometimes she even went to the police station instead of
Masako.“Hey you—you’re from the aid committee, right?”“No, I’m XX’s mother.”“Ya want me to
throw ya in with ’em?!”No matter how much they threatened her, she was undeterred. She went
out every day with relief supplies. And whenever she did, she would accomplish her
goal.“They’re no match for you, Auntie!”Praised by Masako, she responded with an air of pride in
her experience, “That’s right, we can’t stop ’til we keel over—”Her face was bright and cheerful.
Wherever it was laundry day, she was the first to head out for that district.Translated by Heather
Bowen-Struyk(4) A Statement of My Views in Response to Mr. Masamune Hakuchō
(excerpt)AONO SUEKICHITranslated from Central Review (November 1926)Aono Suekichi
(1890–1961) was born on Sado Island, Niigata Prefecture, to a landowning family whose
fortunes declined soon after his birth.17 Although the autobiographical sketch translated here
describes his childhood loneliness, ill-fated employment as a rural schoolteacher, and urban
alienation as a university student, readers should also know what it leaves out: that he was a
member of the first Communist Party (1922–1924), and that, after its dissolution, he went to
Shanghai (1924) as part of the reconstruction effort.18 In contrast to Kobayashi Takiji, Aono,
despite the key role his early writings played in Communist Party–led organizations (see “Natural
Growth and Purposeful Consciousness” [9]), moved away from the party although not from
socialism. He was not subjected to arrest until the crackdown on the Popular Front (1938–1939),
whereupon his writing was severely restricted. After the war, he committed himself to writing and
teaching as well as a range of activities including reviving the Japan PEN (poets, playwrights,
editors, essayists, novelists) Club and opposing the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo).19The
following selection, published between the two “purposeful consciousness” essays included in
chapter 2, comes from Aono’s answers to a series of “puzzlements” professed by writer and
critic Masamune Hakuchō (1879–1962) over his claims for proletarian literature.20 Why bother
to drag literature into the struggle for social transformation, questions Masamune. If you’re
indignant about the capitalist exploitation of workers, why not tackle the problem directly instead
of taking the “easy” detour of literature? In response, Aono walks his mentor through the basics
of the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure to clarify the role of
culture in class struggle. In the excerpt below, however, he turns to his own biography to explain
his commitment to the movement. NF[. . .] I lost both parents before I could form any memory of
them. My earliest recollection is of an old-fashioned, middle-class household in decline, of many
older brothers and sisters racked with anxiety about their futures, and of the abject poverty of the
family of my wet nurse, whose bed had provided the only warmth I had ever known. It was not
long before my nurse, afflicted with an incurable disease, hanged herself, and my only and
beloved younger sister, upon finishing elementary school, crossed the seas and left my world. In
boyhood there was nothing cheering for my eyes to fall on. Halfway through middle school, I
became captivated by socialist thought and Naturalist literature. The socialism was abandoned
within a year or two. But Naturalist literature penetrated me with the terrifying strength of an
intoxicating drug. What I was shown was the ugliness that dominated reality in the wide world. I



was shown the nature of the lives of lonely human beings. It was not my family alone that lived in
cold darkness. Upon graduating from middle school, I resolved to make my way as a country
schoolteacher, and with some hope in my heart, I took a position in a remote school in Echigo.
What did I see there? The poverty of the villagers and the fateful misery of their children. Alcohol
became my companion, and I embarked on a path of dissolution. Naturalist literature, tightening
its grip, turned my heart toward nihilism. Twice I resolved to die. Each time, friends came to my
aid. A brother-in-law, trying to effect at least a change of mood, made it possible for me to enroll
in Waseda University. There again I chose literature. But it was not in order to study literature.
There was no break in my life as a dissolute, but that was not because I was finding pleasure in
that life or in alcohol. So I continued until I finished school, whereupon I worked for one or two
newspapers. For a time I worked frantically, like a machine. What did I see then? How this
suffocating, tiny society was rigged.Gradually, during this time, the illusions produced by
literature began to dissipate. I also consciously drove them away. What came to my aid here was
the study of society’s economic system and socialist theory. For the first time, my heart began to
know calm. The illusions induced by literature vanished without a trace. My gaze was fixed on
social systems. Still, the force of habit being a frightening thing, I was not yet able to rid myself
completely of novels. Nor did the nihilism disappear. Battling myself, I made a modest effort to
engage in social activism.—For someone like me, there was neither the opportunity to develop
nor the psychological leisure to find release in the “poetry that is surely the possession of all men
and women in their youth since the beginnings of humanity.”21 Not that I was in any way born an
unusual child.I abandoned literature for quite some time. What made me take it up again, after
my understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real
nature of the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than
most people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it. Taking up literature after a long hiatus, I decided to dedicate a part of my
humble powers to that struggle.—I wrote once that the history of my inner life during the first half
of my existence was a history of struggle against nihilism. The seeds were first planted by the art
of the late [Kunikida] Doppo [1871–1908], which I clung to in my early youth. It was none other
than the art of Mr. Masamune himself that brought these seeds to fruition. How I struggled
against—and deepened—my sense of nihilism as I gazed on society and existence through the
deep emotion produced by reading Mr. Masamune’s works in mid and late youth. When, after
that long separation, I took up literature again, it was with the goal of hastening the demise of the
literature of the bourgeoisie, including Mr. Masamune’s, and of intensifying the struggle by
cultivating the literature of the newly rising class. That I am now exchanging words with Mr.
Masamune in this fashion, turning my spear against my old mentor in the struggle with a
tenacious past, naturally fills me with inexpressible emotion.If I were to spout some absurdity to
the effect that the arts movement is the sole endeavor to be undertaken by those seeking to
transform society, then comrades, and all of you who suffer in society today, do not hesitate to



stone me. If I were to discourse on the arts and consider my work done, then comrades, and all
of you who suffer in the world today, be the first to turn your whips on me. Mr. Masamune asks,
“Can you not find it in yourself to seek elsewhere than in literature for an endeavor worthy of
being a man’s lifework?” Fortunately, I am unable to embrace a thought so redolent of
individualistic heroism. All I seek is to be a foot soldier in the great class endeavor of the
proletariat, to select a site where I can be most effective, and to succumb there. The site of labor
may change according to advances in actuality. What is important is not the site. It is how one
exerts oneself at that site. What good does it do to be lazy at the so-called front line?Mr.
Masamune [. . .] seems to think that I am attached to the idea of making a name for myself within
the literary establishment and that I hunger after publicity. [. . .]If I had regrets about fame and
hungered for publicity, why would I torment myself and go against the times, choosing a struggle
with scant prospect of victory within the current system? Fame and publicity lie strewn like
boulders in work that accommodates present-day reality. For my work, the rewards are always
scarce. Were I to fall ill, I would lack the means for securing the most basic staples of rice and
salt, let alone medicine. I have been unable to provide decent medical care for my wife, who has
not looked healthy in fifteen years. Even if I spend several months laboring over a translation, it
may be banned upon publication. What fame, what publicity, is to be found on this path?At
present, to be sure, the proletarian arts movement has seen the light of day. But let reaction
return, and it will sink to incalculable depths and require untold agony to be resurrected. Those
who judge by appearance alone will mockingly announce the death of the proletarian arts. What
honor, what applause can be found there?Even though I vowed to write without invoking shallow
sentiments, I may have lost my equanimity. Nevertheless, what I have recorded here, though
hardly exhaustive, represents the views I have come to hold.To Mr. Masamune who has given
me the occasion to clarify my position to some degree and state my views, I must extend my
gratitude.Translated by Norma Field(5) A Chronology of My Life (excerpt)KOBAYASHI
TAKIJITranslated from A Collection of Proletarian Literature (1931)If a lonely childhood and
youth, followed by early adulthood exposure to grinding rural poverty and then urban cynicism,
led Aono Suekichi to socialist thought, first-hand experience of poverty in a close-knit family led
Kobayashi Takiji to dream of the magical discovery of riches. Takiji grew up in the port city of
Otaru (depicted in Hayashi Fusao’s “Apples” [7]) on Japan’s northernmost island of Hokkaido.
Connected by rail to the mineral and agricultural wealth of Hokkaido, Otaru, despite its
enormous distance from Tokyo, became a commercial center with links to Asia and to Europe. It
was, moreover, a naval port servicing Japanese expansionism.The combination of poverty and
success in elite schooling that led to employment at the Hokkaido Colonial Development Bank
put Takiji in an excellent position to observe the contradictions of capitalist development—the
accumulation of cultural as well as material wealth, on the one hand, and the immiseration of
people transformed into disposable labor, on the other. If study of socialist thought served to
direct Takiji away from seeking individual wealth, it did so in tandem with experience—his own
childhood; the abject circumstances of Taguchi Taki, the lifelong love whom he redeemed from



prostitution; and first-hand observation and eventual participation in worker-farmer
movements.22At age twenty-nine, only two years after this piece was written, Takiji would be
tortured to death at the hands of the Special Higher Police. The sketch he offers of his own
trajectory seems an apt illustration of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff’s dictum “The opposite
of poverty is not wealth—it is justice.”23 NFI was born in 1903 in the countryside of Akita. My
mother says it was August 23 according to the lunar calendar, but the records in the village office
say December 1. The village headman must have been the sort of easygoing guy who could be
a character out of Gogol. My father combined tenant farming with working on a bit of land owned
by his family. My mother was the daughter of a day laborer. They told me that after the harvest
season, they would push trolley carts at neighborhood construction sites. Mother tells me stories
about how they would grip their brakes as they tore around sharp curves at the edge of
precipitous cliffs.When I was about four, my family couldn’t make ends meet anymore, and we
moved to Hokkaido. We started up a mom-and-pop candy store at the edge of town. I lived there
for twenty-odd years. Our family continued to live hand to mouth. On the long walk to school, I
kept thinking about discovering a mine and letting my mother ride in rickshaws.FOR DIGNITY,
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memorial gathering (1935)IntroductionA PROLETARIAN SNAPSHOTAt the opening of “Midnight
Sun,” one of the last fictional selections in this anthology, heroine Kano Noriko emerges
exasperated from an editorial meeting for a workers’ children’s magazine. Her comrades, she
complains, “don’t understand how a real child thinks, they just stick to the theory. . . . If you try to
foist that kind of stuff on kids, they won’t go for it.”1 “Midnight Sun” [35]2 is a roman à clef by
Murayama Tomoyoshi, an avant-garde-turned-proletarian playwright, artist (who jauntily signed
“Tom” to his artwork), and writer. “Noriko” is his wife, Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], an eccentric
genius of prewar children’s literature and editor of Boys Battle Flag, the proletarian journal for
children. She was also a letter writer and supporter extraordinaire of the men of the proletarian
literature movement during their prison terms, including her husband and “Kimura Sōkichi,” her
sympathetic interlocutor in this scene, the real-life Kurahara Korehito [13], the leading theorist of
the movement in Japan.This verbal snapshot condenses several illuminating features of the
movement, but before we consider them, we ask that you keep in mind Noriko’s complaint as
you move into this anthology. Despite the commonplace view that ahistorically reduces all
literature produced within a leftwing movement to “socialist realism” and understands this to be a
mindless, propagandistic celebration of workers and tractors, these writers regularly warned one
another of the pitfalls of formulaic writing. They strenuously debated the feasibility and
desirability of adopting programmatic pronouncements from the Soviet Union, the nature of
reality in Japan, and the means of translating it into writing that would reach readers of widely
divergent literacy. For all their vigorous disagreements, however, our writers knew they were
mounting a challenge to the very concept of literature in its historical and emergent forms. For
the new readers they sought—the factory workers and tenant farmers who were cogs in the
wheels of industrializing agriculture—they needed a literature that “hits you smack where it
counts,” as a factory worker told Kobayashi Takiji, who would become the most celebrated writer
of the movement [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30].3 In order to have such impact, he urged in “A Guide to
Writing Fiction,” it was crucial to keep in mind that “emotions function as the foundation of fiction,”
while “art . . . provides a frame for expressing emotions.” He reminds his readers, comrades as
well as the writers they hoped would emerge “from the factories, from the farms,” of the example
of Shakespeare, whose “consummate skill with language” gave “eternal radiance” to his
works.4The snapshot of a complaining Noriko asks us to pause over the attention devoted to
children’s literature by the leading—in this case, male—figures in the proletarian culture
movement. (Nakano Shigeharu [19], whose name will be recognizable to anyone with a passing
acquaintance with modern Japanese literature, also appears in this novella.) The beginning of
proletarian children’s literature is usually dated to a 1926 farmers union uprising in northern



Japan, in which tenant farmers withdrew their children from public school.5 Among the
progressive educators and labor organizers who converged on the village to help out with the
“proletarian farmers school” were elite university students, the soon-to-be members of a budding
proletarian literature movement, who found the available teaching materials utterly inappropriate
for poor, rural, and increasingly politicized children. They would begin to write their own stories
and translate works by European revolutionary writers for this newly discovered audience. You
will find some of the fruits of their work in chapter 4.These young intellectuals, inclined toward
literature and philosophy, coming of age in the electrifying years following the Bolshevik
Revolution of 1917, brought their love of the arts to the organized—optimistically revolutionary—
transformation of society. As they confronted the challenge of communicating with and seeking
the trust of urban workers and tenant farmers, it was only natural that the education of children
would enter their agenda. Embracing this constituency sharpened their questions about
language, form, and format—the how of expression, a project also being tackled by their rival
modernist cousins of the “aesthetic” school. The what and for whom of their efforts were directed
at the “real children” championed by Noriko. And that linked up with the central task of the
movement: the accurate apprehension and expression of reality with the aim of transforming it,
the aim of what “Kimura,” that is, Kurahara Korehito, expounded as the aesthetic practice of
“proletarian realism.”This leads us to the question, what do we mean by “proletarian literature”?
The writers in this volume themselves used the term “proletarian” in Japanized pronunciation or
its Sino-Japanese equivalent musansha (person/persons without property), so we adopt it as
well. The OED takes us back to the “lowest class of Roman citizens,” who had nothing to
contribute to “the State except children.” In modern usage “proletariat” refers to those who have
nothing but their daily labor to sustain them. Recently, the term “precariat” has emerged to refer
to those living in conditions lacking security or predictability, but that, too, doesn’t trip off the
tongue. It’s symptomatic of our historical moment that we have no user-friendly term to refer to
the many who belong to these categories, though the 2011 Occupy Movement may have given
us a start with the formulation of “the 99 percent.”“Noriko” and her comrades produced literature
as participants in a cultural-political movement inflected by Marxism and labor organization
during an international “red decade” (1925–1935). Their literature was meant to contribute to the
transformation of society by changing its readers, the relationship between readers and writers,
and the nature of literature itself. Approaching proletarian literature in this way provides a useful
framework for other kinds of questions, such as whether the term refers to the class background
of the author, the class background of the readership, the nature of the subject matter, or the
perspective adopted on that subject matter.6 We invite you to keep these questions in mind as
you read our fictional and critical selections by men and women, Japanese and colonial
subjects, writers from intellectual and other backgrounds.A BRIEF HISTORYThe opening
snapshot from “Midnight Sun” was likely set in 1929—that is, around the middle of the “red
decade.” Only a decade, you may say, but in Japan, writers aspiring and established, indeed, the
publishing industry as a whole, were affected by the explosive aspirations of those years. Two



years after its inaugural issue in May 1928, Battle Flag, the leading proletarian journal, had a
circulation of more than twenty thousand despite frequent banning.7 This figure, though modest
by comparison with the half million circulation of popular journals such as King, nonetheless
suggests the tantalizing possibilities of mass readership for the movement. First of all, many
proletarian journals were passed around from reader to reader because possession could be
risky, especially in the workplace, with the result that actual readership was even higher than
circulation numbers indicate. Secondly, proletarian literature had an undeniable presence in the
commercial world. Kinokuniya, today a giant among bookstores, was founded in 1927 and
successfully competed with its established rivals precisely by carrying publications such as
Battle Flag. The store opened early when new issues arrived, and customers, many, if not most,
middle-class urbanites, stood in line to snap them up before the police came to confiscate them
around noon.8We start our brief history with circulation statistics for Battle Flag because it was a
movement organ that also reached a general readership. But more importantly, we want to
emphasize the reach of proletarian literature: of the forty pieces collected in this anthology, only
four were originally published in Battle Flag; the others come from twenty-four different highbrow
journals, daily newspapers, feminist journals, proletarian journals, and modernist and other
experimental publications—all part of the burgeoning milieu of modern Japanese literature. And
that is just the original publication; a number of these works were collected and multiply
republished in book form. While Anglo-American scholars of Japanese literature have tended to
ignore proletarian literature, we can safely say it would have been impossible to bypass in the
late 1920s and early 1930s. Donald Keene, the eminent scholar of Japanese literature and no
sympathizer of proletarian literature, has estimated that “about 80 percent of the criticism
published in literary or general (sōgō) magazines was by Marxists,”9 a gauge of the prominence
of leftist views in the cultural world.Figure 1. Assorted proletarian journal coversTop row, from
left: “3L Day” (Liebknecht, Lenin, Luxemburg), Working Women (January 1933), design by
Yorimoto Shirin (1902–1964); Boys Battle Flag (August 1929), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi
[35]; “Activities of the Culture Circle,” NAPF (November 1931), design by ŌOtsuki Genji (1904–
1971). Bottom row, from left: Battle Flag (March 1930), design by Yanase Masamu (1900–1945);
Vanguard (January 1928), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi.Still, seen in isolation, proletarian
literature might be no more than a quaint oddity. By the end of the 1920s, however, an
impressive network of organizations existed in many countries, including Japan, France,
Germany, Britain, the United States, China, and India.10 In Japan, generalized concern for the
underclasses, including outcastes, arose in the late nineteenth century as the hierarchial status
system of early modern Japan was officially abolished and everyone became a
“commoner” (and outcastes became “new commoners”). Soon, anarchists, socialists, and
Christians began dedicating themselves to the cause of social justice as Japan went through a
rapid course of modernization to join, however belatedly, the company of empire builders. Many
of them became vocal critics of the imperialist Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905). Some were
accused of having sought to assassinate the emperor, the power in whose name such wars



were fought. In 1911, twelve anarchists convicted of high treason were executed. These
executions had the effect of cooling revolutionary ardors for a time, often referred to as the
“winter years.”In the decade from 1915 to 1925, historical forces converged domestically and
internationally to bring proletarian literature to the forefront in Japan. The 1917 Bolshevik
Revolution and 1918 Great War Armistice signaled massive upheaval and reordering among the
world’s great powers. Up-and-coming imperialist power Japan sought recognition for its
accomplishments in the Treaty of Versailles, only to be rebuffed with what it considered to be
racial condescension. Meanwhile, a huge Japanese expeditionary force had been sent to
Russia as part of an Allied effort to combat the young revolution. Among those deployed was a
conscript named Kuroshima Denji, whose antiwar and anti-imperialist works are included in this
anthology [26, 34]. In 1919, the formation of the Communist International coincided with the
March 1st Movement, which militated for Korean independence from Japanese colonization,
and the Chinese May Fourth Movement, which protested the awarding of former German
territory Shandong to Japan. Domestically, an increasingly organized labor movement, the 1918
Rice Riots, and the formation of the Socialist League in 1920 and the first Japanese Communist
Party in 1922 were signs of momentum. But there was as yet no proletarian literature
movement.That is conventionally said to have begun with the publication of a journal titled The
Sower in Akita Prefecture in northern Japan in 1921. French literature scholar Komaki Ōmi
(1894–1978), newly returned from France with a commitment to the pacifism and Marxism of
Henri Barbusse’s (1873–1935) Clarté movement, established the journal with local writer friends.
The following year, the coterie moved to Tokyo, to be joined by Aono Suekichi [4, 9] among
others. The 1923 earthquake and subsequent repression forced its closure, though not before it
managed to publish an exposé of the brutal treatment of leftists and Koreans in the earthquake’s
aftermath. The group reorganized as Literary Front in 1924, which became the center of the
proletarian literature movement. By 1928, debates and repeated factionalization led to the
formation of NAPF (Nippona Artista Proleta Federacio, the Esperanto name reflecting
internationalist aspirations) and the publication of its organ, Battle Flag (see figs. 1 and 7). Even
as the government responded to the boom in proletarian literature with repression, proletarian
organizations actually expanded their activities, as demonstrated by the 1931 establishment of
KOPF (Federacio de Proletaj Kultur Organizoj Japanaj, which absorbed NAPF), a cultural
umbrella organization with a vibrant theater league, cinema league, visual arts league,
photography league, and music league, as well as associated organizations for Esperanto,
“militant atheism,” birth control, scientific research, and libraries.11 Not all writers in this
anthology participated in these specific groups, although the majority came to align themselves
with the Communist-affiliated wing. State repression mounted steadily along with expanded
military ambitions following the Manchurian Incident of 1931. A flood of recantations was
unleashed, and the Writers League, the pillar of the movement, “voluntarily” disbanded in 1934.
The devastating loss of an organizational base, repeated or lengthy prison terms, and even
recantation did not, however, mean the extinction of commitment to the movement. The buds in



the title of our very last selection, Miyamoto Yuriko’s “Buds That Survive Winter” [40], would
bloom with Japan’s defeat in 1945.Indeed, the prewar proletarians, once they were liberated
from prison and censorship, and especially after the US occupation ended (1952), were more
than ever determined to oppose imperialist war along with the revival of a repressive state. They
started up new journals and republished prewar works in a remarkable burst of energy. While
McCarthyism and the Cold War contributed to the dismissal of leftist literature in English-
language scholarship, in Japan, despite sectarian splintering, the validity of a politically
committed literature continued to hold until society began to undergo wholesale depoliticization.
Instrumental in this process was the “income-doubling plan” announced after the crushing of
pacifist aspirations with the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo) in 1960. The rise of
what would come to be called the “New Left”—another international phenomenon—turned many
young leftists against a literature they saw as tied to the Communist Party. Many of them,
moreover, found middle-class prosperity repressive. For them, a class-based politics was no
longer compelling, while to those who were frantically enjoying consumer pleasures or anxious
to do so, it was irrelevant. And the ideology of aesthetic autonomy—the idea that art having any
goals outside itself was bound to be inferior, an idea utterly familiar to our writers in the prewar
era—was a constant factor in efforts to consign proletarian literature to the proverbial dustbin of
history.It would be disingenuous to conclude this section without reference to the debacles and
tragedies associated with historic and actually existing socialist states, notably the USSR (1922–
1991), the People’s Republic of China (1949–), and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(1948–). Especially in the post–Berlin Wall, post-USSR era, the failure of socialist projects has
encouraged some intellectuals to equate fascism and communism, in the process promoting the
obsolescence of class as a social and analytical category, in contrast to race, gender, ethnicity,
or sexuality. To allow Stalin’s crimes or the Great Leap Forward to obliterate the struggles and
achievements of those who, like the writers in our anthology, pursued class justice under
conditions of extreme, even life-robbing duress, only compounds a wrong. We can criticize the
historic failures of the socialist project without dismissing its achievements or aspirations. Those
aspirations found multifarious expression in the works you are about to read, drawn together in
the category called “proletarian literature.”WHY LITERATURE?We marvel today at how seriously
literature was taken in the 1920s and 1930s by creative and critical writers and social activists,
not to mention the state. Besotted as we are in the twenty-first century with a multitude of media,
it is easy to overlook not only the dominance of print media but also the pride of place accorded
the novel, a form considered as capable of representing everything from the greatness of a
nation to the intricacies of the psyche. In contrast to the Soviet Union, Japan had a flourishing
print culture that produced, among other genres, fiction appealing not only to elite and white-
collar audiences but also to the toiling masses. Still, we might ask, why would activists not just
focus on organizing? Aono Suekichi, a leading literary critic early in the proletarian movement,
felt compelled to justify his focus on literature: “What made me take [literature] up again, after my
understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real nature of



the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than most
people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it.”12 By “superstructure,” Aono is referring to the Marxist concept that identifies
the culture and institutions of society, in contrast to the “base,” or the forces and social relations
of production. It was precisely his familiarity with the privileged position of literature in the
superstructure that drove Aono’s determination to tackle it alongside the struggles addressing
the base.Leon Trotsky (1879–1940), that giant of the Russian Revolution, famously objected to
the notion of proletarian culture and art. Securing food and housing for all citizens after the
devastation of civil war was his priority, a daunting task pursued in tandem with the equally
staggering one of achieving universal literacy. For Trotsky, the material surplus and time span
required for the development of bourgeois culture, as well as the achievements of that culture,
were not to be ignored. The proletariat had to engage in the dangerous activity of learning “from
[their] enemies.”13 Creating a new culture takes time because “it is one thing to understand
something and express it logically, and quite another thing to assimilate it organically,
reconstructing the whole system of one’s feelings, and to find a new kind of artistic expression
for this new entity.”14 In the meanwhile, if the revolution succeeded in producing a socialist
society, the proletariat itself would dissolve: in other words, neither was there the wherewithal to
create a “proletarian culture” in the wake of the revolution nor was it an appropriate goal for the
future.But we might argue against Trotsky that precisely because Japan was “prerevolutionary,”
as our writers ruefully put it, it presented them with an opportunity to develop a “proletarian
literature” by grappling with the double-edged resources of a flourishing bourgeois mass print
culture—that is, by learning “from [their] enemies.” After all, most proletarian writers, like Aono,
were intellectuals formed by bourgeois culture. Their love of literature had been a path to their
awakening to social injustice, and it was not far-fetched for them to use it, in the venerable words
of Horace about the nature of poetry, to “delight” and to “instruct,” which here translate into giving
the industrial workers and tenant farmers being robbed of their humanity the energy and dignity
that come with the power to understand the makeup of the world. As Kobayashi Takiji wrote to
his editor at Central Review, the very mainstream publication about to publish his Absentee
Landlord, tenant farmers didn’t need to be shown “how wretched their lives were,” but “why they
were wretched.”15In this volume, Kurahara Korehito’s “Path to Proletarian Realism” is a
momentous essay that theorizes historically the key questions about class struggle and its
relationship to literature. Emphasizing point of view, Kurahara explicitly declines to prescribe
content for “proletarian realism,” but he makes it clear that it will not consist of the unhappy
ruminations of the comfortably situated male—that is, the “I-novel” that had become the
centerpiece of modern Japanese literature.We should note, though, that proletarian literature
didn’t consist of only prose fiction. It included every kind of poetic form then current in Japan
(tanka, senryū, haiku, free verse) as well as drama. But fiction was central to the literature
movement, as literature was to the cultural movement. The members of the Writers League



engaged in a prodigious amount of organizing alongside their writing, translating, and studying,
all the while struggling to support themselves and their families and evade apprehension. Arrest,
they knew, all too often entailed interrogation under torture.Despite its genteel reputation,
literature—proletarian literature—was treated as potentially dangerous to the state and subject
to constant surveillance and the threat of repression. The Communist and Socialist Parties were
declared illegal and swiftly disbanded, but what about literature that vilified the wealthy or
represented workplace injustice? What about characters developing class consciousness—
prompting readers to do the same? The passage of the Public Order Law16 in 1925 made it
illegal to challenge the emperor system or private property. In 1928, it was revised to include the
death penalty. As we will discuss more specifically in the following section, writers and editors
struggled with the bounds of legality. Movement organs more readily took risks with what they
printed than commercial publications, but it is testimony to both the spirit of the age and the
reputation of our writers that even highbrow journals continued to publish them albeit with more
extensive self-censorship.USING THIS ANTHOLOGYDespite the great scope of proletarian
cultural production, we’ve restricted ourselves to short fiction and criticism in this anthology with
the hope that others will pick up where we’ve left off. Except for “Midnight Sun,” the longest
novella in this collection, all the fictional works have been translated as completely as possible
given the restrictions of the censorship regime, a subject to which we’ll return. Most of the critical
pieces, on the other hand, have been excerpted. We have chosen to offer our readers a variety
of works while still presenting a sense of the kinds of questions our authors debated. Rather
than the one author, one title approach, we’ve tried to illustrate with multiple selections the kinds
of roles our writers played in the movement. We show the interconnectedness of our writers by
consistently cross-referencing works through the use of bracketed numbers. Chapter
introductions as well as biographical notes preceding each title provide more information about
the writers and the context of their activities, organizational as well as literary.Figure 2.
Comrades surround the brutalized body of Kobayashi TakijiFebruary 21, 1933, at the Kobayashi
home in Mabashi, Tokyo. Extraordinary police surveillance no doubt contributed to the
circulation of this famous photograph without the photographer being identified and the dates
varying between the twenty-first and twenty-second. The 2014 discovery of original glass plates
by Ito Jun, son of Kishi Yamaji (1899–1973, member of the Writers League and inaugural chair of
the Proletarian Photographers League), among his father’s belongings corroborates a statement
by Kishi in an early postwar discussion with comrades that he took photos the night Takiji’s body
was returned. (“Kobayashi Takiji no shi to sono zengo,” Shinnihon bungaku [February 1950]: 31.)
Front left is Kaji Wataru [16]; the blurry figure to his left is Yamada Seizaburō [28]; far right, Hara
Sen (Proletarian Theater League, wife of Nakano Shigeharu [19]). (Gaidobukku Kobayashi Takiji
no Tokyo Henshūiinkai, ed., Gaido bukku Kobayashi Takiji no Tokyo [Gakushū no Tomosha,
2008], 42.)We used the first published version of a work as the base text for translation,
indicating the year and source under each title, with the Japanese title included in the
bibliography. Our writers worked under increasingly stringent conditions of censorship, and



subsequent republications were frequently subject to increased redaction, if not outright
banning. Although writing and images considered pornographic were the predominant targets of
censorship, political writing, especially writing that brushed up against the 1925 Public Order
Law, was also at risk. Since postpublication banning was the predominant form of censorship
during the period covered by this anthology, editors and authors worked hard to avoid this costly
outcome by preemptively censoring their texts, using mostly Xs, ellipses, and sometimes Os in
place of words that risked running afoul of the authorities.Depending on context, readers of
proletarian literature would have had no trouble guessing that XX stood for the two characters
reading kakumei (revolution) or sensō (war). But when the Xs (or Os or commas or ellipses or
asterisks) multiplied, or whole lines were suppressed (sometimes indicated, other times not),
even the most practiced reader would have been unable to supply the missing text. Since our
goal is not to mystify, wherever missing passages were supplied in later editions thanks to
manuscripts or galleys guarded with courageous devotion, we have added them in, marking
each instance as follows: word. Writers who lived on after the war often did more than restore
what had been suppressed. We’ve included a few of those changes, too, and noted them. (We
haven’t, however, marked corrections of simple inconsistencies.) And we have left in Xs, Os, and
ellipses for which the intended words have never been recovered. When we use ellipses in
excerpted texts to indicate that an omission is ours, however, we surround them with
brackets: [. . .].Our texts have frequent recourse to typographic usage that overlaps with, but isn’t
identical to, the marks of self-censorship. The common Japanese literary convention of using
initials or dashes or X/O for place-names and other proper nouns and the use of ellipses and
dashes to indicate nonverbalized thought or hesitation are examples. The X’d elision of a street
address or the use of an initial can be a protective gesture or a literary performance of
suggestive anonymity, where the initial points to a plausible, actually existing locale. Our marked-
up texts invite you to reflect on the effects of precautionary self-censorship and the interplay of
that process with the developing conventions of modern prose fiction.17As indicated in the
chapter titles, the organization of this volume is principally by topic. “The Personal Is the
Political,” “Art as a Weapon,” “Children”—these are not the usual categories of proletarian
literature, but for that very reason, we think they enable readers to see past the boundaries
erected by convention and time. Should you decide to start at the beginning, however, you will
find that the organization is roughly chronological. We hope you will find that the parts speak to
one another and the whole suggests the reach of their history, including its proximity to our own
times.POSTSCRIPTIn 2008, after nearly two “lost decades” of economic stagnation in Japan,
The Crab Cannery Ship, the eighty-year-old masterpiece of proletarian literature by Kobayashi
Takiji, created a sensation by appearing on the best-seller lists.18 The image of a factory afloat
in the frigid waters of the North—a prison house without exit, entrapping desperate people in
deadly labor—was a flash that illuminated the present. Now, well into the twenty-first century,
how should we face our moment of brutal inequality, endless war, and the destruction of our
habitat? The writers in this volume found their world intolerable and they determined to change



it. They didn’t think literature was sufficient for that transformation, but they were sure it had a
role.We hope their stories speak to you.IntroductionA PROLETARIAN SNAPSHOTAt the
opening of “Midnight Sun,” one of the last fictional selections in this anthology, heroine Kano
Noriko emerges exasperated from an editorial meeting for a workers’ children’s magazine. Her
comrades, she complains, “don’t understand how a real child thinks, they just stick to the
theory. . . . If you try to foist that kind of stuff on kids, they won’t go for it.”1 “Midnight Sun” [35]2 is
a roman à clef by Murayama Tomoyoshi, an avant-garde-turned-proletarian playwright, artist
(who jauntily signed “Tom” to his artwork), and writer. “Noriko” is his wife, Murayama Kazuko [17,
18], an eccentric genius of prewar children’s literature and editor of Boys Battle Flag, the
proletarian journal for children. She was also a letter writer and supporter extraordinaire of the
men of the proletarian literature movement during their prison terms, including her husband and
“Kimura Sōkichi,” her sympathetic interlocutor in this scene, the real-life Kurahara Korehito [13],
the leading theorist of the movement in Japan.This verbal snapshot condenses several
illuminating features of the movement, but before we consider them, we ask that you keep in
mind Noriko’s complaint as you move into this anthology. Despite the commonplace view that
ahistorically reduces all literature produced within a leftwing movement to “socialist realism” and
understands this to be a mindless, propagandistic celebration of workers and tractors, these
writers regularly warned one another of the pitfalls of formulaic writing. They strenuously
debated the feasibility and desirability of adopting programmatic pronouncements from the
Soviet Union, the nature of reality in Japan, and the means of translating it into writing that would
reach readers of widely divergent literacy. For all their vigorous disagreements, however, our
writers knew they were mounting a challenge to the very concept of literature in its historical and
emergent forms. For the new readers they sought—the factory workers and tenant farmers who
were cogs in the wheels of industrializing agriculture—they needed a literature that “hits you
smack where it counts,” as a factory worker told Kobayashi Takiji, who would become the most
celebrated writer of the movement [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30].3 In order to have such impact, he urged
in “A Guide to Writing Fiction,” it was crucial to keep in mind that “emotions function as the
foundation of fiction,” while “art . . . provides a frame for expressing emotions.” He reminds his
readers, comrades as well as the writers they hoped would emerge “from the factories, from the
farms,” of the example of Shakespeare, whose “consummate skill with language” gave “eternal
radiance” to his works.4The snapshot of a complaining Noriko asks us to pause over the
attention devoted to children’s literature by the leading—in this case, male—figures in the
proletarian culture movement. (Nakano Shigeharu [19], whose name will be recognizable to
anyone with a passing acquaintance with modern Japanese literature, also appears in this
novella.) The beginning of proletarian children’s literature is usually dated to a 1926 farmers
union uprising in northern Japan, in which tenant farmers withdrew their children from public
school.5 Among the progressive educators and labor organizers who converged on the village
to help out with the “proletarian farmers school” were elite university students, the soon-to-be
members of a budding proletarian literature movement, who found the available teaching



materials utterly inappropriate for poor, rural, and increasingly politicized children. They would
begin to write their own stories and translate works by European revolutionary writers for this
newly discovered audience. You will find some of the fruits of their work in chapter 4.These
young intellectuals, inclined toward literature and philosophy, coming of age in the electrifying
years following the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, brought their love of the arts to the organized—
optimistically revolutionary—transformation of society. As they confronted the challenge of
communicating with and seeking the trust of urban workers and tenant farmers, it was only
natural that the education of children would enter their agenda. Embracing this constituency
sharpened their questions about language, form, and format—the how of expression, a project
also being tackled by their rival modernist cousins of the “aesthetic” school. The what and for
whom of their efforts were directed at the “real children” championed by Noriko. And that linked
up with the central task of the movement: the accurate apprehension and expression of reality
with the aim of transforming it, the aim of what “Kimura,” that is, Kurahara Korehito, expounded
as the aesthetic practice of “proletarian realism.”This leads us to the question, what do we mean
by “proletarian literature”? The writers in this volume themselves used the term “proletarian” in
Japanized pronunciation or its Sino-Japanese equivalent musansha (person/persons without
property), so we adopt it as well. The OED takes us back to the “lowest class of Roman citizens,”
who had nothing to contribute to “the State except children.” In modern usage “proletariat” refers
to those who have nothing but their daily labor to sustain them. Recently, the term “precariat” has
emerged to refer to those living in conditions lacking security or predictability, but that, too,
doesn’t trip off the tongue. It’s symptomatic of our historical moment that we have no user-
friendly term to refer to the many who belong to these categories, though the 2011 Occupy
Movement may have given us a start with the formulation of “the 99 percent.”“Noriko” and her
comrades produced literature as participants in a cultural-political movement inflected by
Marxism and labor organization during an international “red decade” (1925–1935). Their
literature was meant to contribute to the transformation of society by changing its readers, the
relationship between readers and writers, and the nature of literature itself. Approaching
proletarian literature in this way provides a useful framework for other kinds of questions, such
as whether the term refers to the class background of the author, the class background of the
readership, the nature of the subject matter, or the perspective adopted on that subject matter.6
We invite you to keep these questions in mind as you read our fictional and critical selections by
men and women, Japanese and colonial subjects, writers from intellectual and other
backgrounds.A BRIEF HISTORYThe opening snapshot from “Midnight Sun” was likely set in
1929—that is, around the middle of the “red decade.” Only a decade, you may say, but in Japan,
writers aspiring and established, indeed, the publishing industry as a whole, were affected by
the explosive aspirations of those years. Two years after its inaugural issue in May 1928, Battle
Flag, the leading proletarian journal, had a circulation of more than twenty thousand despite
frequent banning.7 This figure, though modest by comparison with the half million circulation of
popular journals such as King, nonetheless suggests the tantalizing possibilities of mass



readership for the movement. First of all, many proletarian journals were passed around from
reader to reader because possession could be risky, especially in the workplace, with the result
that actual readership was even higher than circulation numbers indicate. Secondly, proletarian
literature had an undeniable presence in the commercial world. Kinokuniya, today a giant among
bookstores, was founded in 1927 and successfully competed with its established rivals precisely
by carrying publications such as Battle Flag. The store opened early when new issues arrived,
and customers, many, if not most, middle-class urbanites, stood in line to snap them up before
the police came to confiscate them around noon.8We start our brief history with circulation
statistics for Battle Flag because it was a movement organ that also reached a general
readership. But more importantly, we want to emphasize the reach of proletarian literature: of the
forty pieces collected in this anthology, only four were originally published in Battle Flag; the
others come from twenty-four different highbrow journals, daily newspapers, feminist journals,
proletarian journals, and modernist and other experimental publications—all part of the
burgeoning milieu of modern Japanese literature. And that is just the original publication; a
number of these works were collected and multiply republished in book form. While Anglo-
American scholars of Japanese literature have tended to ignore proletarian literature, we can
safely say it would have been impossible to bypass in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Donald
Keene, the eminent scholar of Japanese literature and no sympathizer of proletarian literature,
has estimated that “about 80 percent of the criticism published in literary or general (sōgō)
magazines was by Marxists,”9 a gauge of the prominence of leftist views in the cultural
world.Figure 1. Assorted proletarian journal coversTop row, from left: “3L Day” (Liebknecht,
Lenin, Luxemburg), Working Women (January 1933), design by Yorimoto Shirin (1902–1964);
Boys Battle Flag (August 1929), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi [35]; “Activities of the Culture
Circle,” NAPF (November 1931), design by ŌOtsuki Genji (1904–1971). Bottom row, from left:
Battle Flag (March 1930), design by Yanase Masamu (1900–1945); Vanguard (January 1928),
design by Murayama Tomoyoshi.Still, seen in isolation, proletarian literature might be no more
than a quaint oddity. By the end of the 1920s, however, an impressive network of organizations
existed in many countries, including Japan, France, Germany, Britain, the United States, China,
and India.10 In Japan, generalized concern for the underclasses, including outcastes, arose in
the late nineteenth century as the hierarchial status system of early modern Japan was officially
abolished and everyone became a “commoner” (and outcastes became “new commoners”).
Soon, anarchists, socialists, and Christians began dedicating themselves to the cause of social
justice as Japan went through a rapid course of modernization to join, however belatedly, the
company of empire builders. Many of them became vocal critics of the imperialist Russo-
Japanese War (1904–1905). Some were accused of having sought to assassinate the emperor,
the power in whose name such wars were fought. In 1911, twelve anarchists convicted of high
treason were executed. These executions had the effect of cooling revolutionary ardors for a
time, often referred to as the “winter years.”In the decade from 1915 to 1925, historical forces
converged domestically and internationally to bring proletarian literature to the forefront in Japan.



The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and 1918 Great War Armistice signaled massive upheaval and
reordering among the world’s great powers. Up-and-coming imperialist power Japan sought
recognition for its accomplishments in the Treaty of Versailles, only to be rebuffed with what it
considered to be racial condescension. Meanwhile, a huge Japanese expeditionary force had
been sent to Russia as part of an Allied effort to combat the young revolution. Among those
deployed was a conscript named Kuroshima Denji, whose antiwar and anti-imperialist works are
included in this anthology [26, 34]. In 1919, the formation of the Communist International
coincided with the March 1st Movement, which militated for Korean independence from
Japanese colonization, and the Chinese May Fourth Movement, which protested the awarding
of former German territory Shandong to Japan. Domestically, an increasingly organized labor
movement, the 1918 Rice Riots, and the formation of the Socialist League in 1920 and the first
Japanese Communist Party in 1922 were signs of momentum. But there was as yet no
proletarian literature movement.That is conventionally said to have begun with the publication of
a journal titled The Sower in Akita Prefecture in northern Japan in 1921. French literature scholar
Komaki Ōmi (1894–1978), newly returned from France with a commitment to the pacifism and
Marxism of Henri Barbusse’s (1873–1935) Clarté movement, established the journal with local
writer friends. The following year, the coterie moved to Tokyo, to be joined by Aono Suekichi [4,
9] among others. The 1923 earthquake and subsequent repression forced its closure, though
not before it managed to publish an exposé of the brutal treatment of leftists and Koreans in the
earthquake’s aftermath. The group reorganized as Literary Front in 1924, which became the
center of the proletarian literature movement. By 1928, debates and repeated factionalization led
to the formation of NAPF (Nippona Artista Proleta Federacio, the Esperanto name reflecting
internationalist aspirations) and the publication of its organ, Battle Flag (see figs. 1 and 7). Even
as the government responded to the boom in proletarian literature with repression, proletarian
organizations actually expanded their activities, as demonstrated by the 1931 establishment of
KOPF (Federacio de Proletaj Kultur Organizoj Japanaj, which absorbed NAPF), a cultural
umbrella organization with a vibrant theater league, cinema league, visual arts league,
photography league, and music league, as well as associated organizations for Esperanto,
“militant atheism,” birth control, scientific research, and libraries.11 Not all writers in this
anthology participated in these specific groups, although the majority came to align themselves
with the Communist-affiliated wing. State repression mounted steadily along with expanded
military ambitions following the Manchurian Incident of 1931. A flood of recantations was
unleashed, and the Writers League, the pillar of the movement, “voluntarily” disbanded in 1934.
The devastating loss of an organizational base, repeated or lengthy prison terms, and even
recantation did not, however, mean the extinction of commitment to the movement. The buds in
the title of our very last selection, Miyamoto Yuriko’s “Buds That Survive Winter” [40], would
bloom with Japan’s defeat in 1945.Indeed, the prewar proletarians, once they were liberated
from prison and censorship, and especially after the US occupation ended (1952), were more
than ever determined to oppose imperialist war along with the revival of a repressive state. They



started up new journals and republished prewar works in a remarkable burst of energy. While
McCarthyism and the Cold War contributed to the dismissal of leftist literature in English-
language scholarship, in Japan, despite sectarian splintering, the validity of a politically
committed literature continued to hold until society began to undergo wholesale depoliticization.
Instrumental in this process was the “income-doubling plan” announced after the crushing of
pacifist aspirations with the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo) in 1960. The rise of
what would come to be called the “New Left”—another international phenomenon—turned many
young leftists against a literature they saw as tied to the Communist Party. Many of them,
moreover, found middle-class prosperity repressive. For them, a class-based politics was no
longer compelling, while to those who were frantically enjoying consumer pleasures or anxious
to do so, it was irrelevant. And the ideology of aesthetic autonomy—the idea that art having any
goals outside itself was bound to be inferior, an idea utterly familiar to our writers in the prewar
era—was a constant factor in efforts to consign proletarian literature to the proverbial dustbin of
history.It would be disingenuous to conclude this section without reference to the debacles and
tragedies associated with historic and actually existing socialist states, notably the USSR (1922–
1991), the People’s Republic of China (1949–), and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(1948–). Especially in the post–Berlin Wall, post-USSR era, the failure of socialist projects has
encouraged some intellectuals to equate fascism and communism, in the process promoting the
obsolescence of class as a social and analytical category, in contrast to race, gender, ethnicity,
or sexuality. To allow Stalin’s crimes or the Great Leap Forward to obliterate the struggles and
achievements of those who, like the writers in our anthology, pursued class justice under
conditions of extreme, even life-robbing duress, only compounds a wrong. We can criticize the
historic failures of the socialist project without dismissing its achievements or aspirations. Those
aspirations found multifarious expression in the works you are about to read, drawn together in
the category called “proletarian literature.”WHY LITERATURE?We marvel today at how seriously
literature was taken in the 1920s and 1930s by creative and critical writers and social activists,
not to mention the state. Besotted as we are in the twenty-first century with a multitude of media,
it is easy to overlook not only the dominance of print media but also the pride of place accorded
the novel, a form considered as capable of representing everything from the greatness of a
nation to the intricacies of the psyche. In contrast to the Soviet Union, Japan had a flourishing
print culture that produced, among other genres, fiction appealing not only to elite and white-
collar audiences but also to the toiling masses. Still, we might ask, why would activists not just
focus on organizing? Aono Suekichi, a leading literary critic early in the proletarian movement,
felt compelled to justify his focus on literature: “What made me take [literature] up again, after my
understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real nature of
the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than most
people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it.”12 By “superstructure,” Aono is referring to the Marxist concept that identifies



the culture and institutions of society, in contrast to the “base,” or the forces and social relations
of production. It was precisely his familiarity with the privileged position of literature in the
superstructure that drove Aono’s determination to tackle it alongside the struggles addressing
the base.Leon Trotsky (1879–1940), that giant of the Russian Revolution, famously objected to
the notion of proletarian culture and art. Securing food and housing for all citizens after the
devastation of civil war was his priority, a daunting task pursued in tandem with the equally
staggering one of achieving universal literacy. For Trotsky, the material surplus and time span
required for the development of bourgeois culture, as well as the achievements of that culture,
were not to be ignored. The proletariat had to engage in the dangerous activity of learning “from
[their] enemies.”13 Creating a new culture takes time because “it is one thing to understand
something and express it logically, and quite another thing to assimilate it organically,
reconstructing the whole system of one’s feelings, and to find a new kind of artistic expression
for this new entity.”14 In the meanwhile, if the revolution succeeded in producing a socialist
society, the proletariat itself would dissolve: in other words, neither was there the wherewithal to
create a “proletarian culture” in the wake of the revolution nor was it an appropriate goal for the
future.But we might argue against Trotsky that precisely because Japan was “prerevolutionary,”
as our writers ruefully put it, it presented them with an opportunity to develop a “proletarian
literature” by grappling with the double-edged resources of a flourishing bourgeois mass print
culture—that is, by learning “from [their] enemies.” After all, most proletarian writers, like Aono,
were intellectuals formed by bourgeois culture. Their love of literature had been a path to their
awakening to social injustice, and it was not far-fetched for them to use it, in the venerable words
of Horace about the nature of poetry, to “delight” and to “instruct,” which here translate into giving
the industrial workers and tenant farmers being robbed of their humanity the energy and dignity
that come with the power to understand the makeup of the world. As Kobayashi Takiji wrote to
his editor at Central Review, the very mainstream publication about to publish his Absentee
Landlord, tenant farmers didn’t need to be shown “how wretched their lives were,” but “why they
were wretched.”15In this volume, Kurahara Korehito’s “Path to Proletarian Realism” is a
momentous essay that theorizes historically the key questions about class struggle and its
relationship to literature. Emphasizing point of view, Kurahara explicitly declines to prescribe
content for “proletarian realism,” but he makes it clear that it will not consist of the unhappy
ruminations of the comfortably situated male—that is, the “I-novel” that had become the
centerpiece of modern Japanese literature.We should note, though, that proletarian literature
didn’t consist of only prose fiction. It included every kind of poetic form then current in Japan
(tanka, senryū, haiku, free verse) as well as drama. But fiction was central to the literature
movement, as literature was to the cultural movement. The members of the Writers League
engaged in a prodigious amount of organizing alongside their writing, translating, and studying,
all the while struggling to support themselves and their families and evade apprehension. Arrest,
they knew, all too often entailed interrogation under torture.Despite its genteel reputation,
literature—proletarian literature—was treated as potentially dangerous to the state and subject



to constant surveillance and the threat of repression. The Communist and Socialist Parties were
declared illegal and swiftly disbanded, but what about literature that vilified the wealthy or
represented workplace injustice? What about characters developing class consciousness—
prompting readers to do the same? The passage of the Public Order Law16 in 1925 made it
illegal to challenge the emperor system or private property. In 1928, it was revised to include the
death penalty. As we will discuss more specifically in the following section, writers and editors
struggled with the bounds of legality. Movement organs more readily took risks with what they
printed than commercial publications, but it is testimony to both the spirit of the age and the
reputation of our writers that even highbrow journals continued to publish them albeit with more
extensive self-censorship.USING THIS ANTHOLOGYDespite the great scope of proletarian
cultural production, we’ve restricted ourselves to short fiction and criticism in this anthology with
the hope that others will pick up where we’ve left off. Except for “Midnight Sun,” the longest
novella in this collection, all the fictional works have been translated as completely as possible
given the restrictions of the censorship regime, a subject to which we’ll return. Most of the critical
pieces, on the other hand, have been excerpted. We have chosen to offer our readers a variety
of works while still presenting a sense of the kinds of questions our authors debated. Rather
than the one author, one title approach, we’ve tried to illustrate with multiple selections the kinds
of roles our writers played in the movement. We show the interconnectedness of our writers by
consistently cross-referencing works through the use of bracketed numbers. Chapter
introductions as well as biographical notes preceding each title provide more information about
the writers and the context of their activities, organizational as well as literary.Figure 2.
Comrades surround the brutalized body of Kobayashi TakijiFebruary 21, 1933, at the Kobayashi
home in Mabashi, Tokyo. Extraordinary police surveillance no doubt contributed to the
circulation of this famous photograph without the photographer being identified and the dates
varying between the twenty-first and twenty-second. The 2014 discovery of original glass plates
by Ito Jun, son of Kishi Yamaji (1899–1973, member of the Writers League and inaugural chair of
the Proletarian Photographers League), among his father’s belongings corroborates a statement
by Kishi in an early postwar discussion with comrades that he took photos the night Takiji’s body
was returned. (“Kobayashi Takiji no shi to sono zengo,” Shinnihon bungaku [February 1950]: 31.)
Front left is Kaji Wataru [16]; the blurry figure to his left is Yamada Seizaburō [28]; far right, Hara
Sen (Proletarian Theater League, wife of Nakano Shigeharu [19]). (Gaidobukku Kobayashi Takiji
no Tokyo Henshūiinkai, ed., Gaido bukku Kobayashi Takiji no Tokyo [Gakushū no Tomosha,
2008], 42.)We used the first published version of a work as the base text for translation,
indicating the year and source under each title, with the Japanese title included in the
bibliography. Our writers worked under increasingly stringent conditions of censorship, and
subsequent republications were frequently subject to increased redaction, if not outright
banning. Although writing and images considered pornographic were the predominant targets of
censorship, political writing, especially writing that brushed up against the 1925 Public Order
Law, was also at risk. Since postpublication banning was the predominant form of censorship



during the period covered by this anthology, editors and authors worked hard to avoid this costly
outcome by preemptively censoring their texts, using mostly Xs, ellipses, and sometimes Os in
place of words that risked running afoul of the authorities.Depending on context, readers of
proletarian literature would have had no trouble guessing that XX stood for the two characters
reading kakumei (revolution) or sensō (war). But when the Xs (or Os or commas or ellipses or
asterisks) multiplied, or whole lines were suppressed (sometimes indicated, other times not),
even the most practiced reader would have been unable to supply the missing text. Since our
goal is not to mystify, wherever missing passages were supplied in later editions thanks to
manuscripts or galleys guarded with courageous devotion, we have added them in, marking
each instance as follows: word. Writers who lived on after the war often did more than restore
what had been suppressed. We’ve included a few of those changes, too, and noted them. (We
haven’t, however, marked corrections of simple inconsistencies.) And we have left in Xs, Os, and
ellipses for which the intended words have never been recovered. When we use ellipses in
excerpted texts to indicate that an omission is ours, however, we surround them with
brackets: [. . .].Our texts have frequent recourse to typographic usage that overlaps with, but isn’t
identical to, the marks of self-censorship. The common Japanese literary convention of using
initials or dashes or X/O for place-names and other proper nouns and the use of ellipses and
dashes to indicate nonverbalized thought or hesitation are examples. The X’d elision of a street
address or the use of an initial can be a protective gesture or a literary performance of
suggestive anonymity, where the initial points to a plausible, actually existing locale. Our marked-
up texts invite you to reflect on the effects of precautionary self-censorship and the interplay of
that process with the developing conventions of modern prose fiction.17As indicated in the
chapter titles, the organization of this volume is principally by topic. “The Personal Is the
Political,” “Art as a Weapon,” “Children”—these are not the usual categories of proletarian
literature, but for that very reason, we think they enable readers to see past the boundaries
erected by convention and time. Should you decide to start at the beginning, however, you will
find that the organization is roughly chronological. We hope you will find that the parts speak to
one another and the whole suggests the reach of their history, including its proximity to our own
times.POSTSCRIPTIn 2008, after nearly two “lost decades” of economic stagnation in Japan,
The Crab Cannery Ship, the eighty-year-old masterpiece of proletarian literature by Kobayashi
Takiji, created a sensation by appearing on the best-seller lists.18 The image of a factory afloat
in the frigid waters of the North—a prison house without exit, entrapping desperate people in
deadly labor—was a flash that illuminated the present. Now, well into the twenty-first century,
how should we face our moment of brutal inequality, endless war, and the destruction of our
habitat? The writers in this volume found their world intolerable and they determined to change
it. They didn’t think literature was sufficient for that transformation, but they were sure it had a
role.We hope their stories speak to you.IntroductionA PROLETARIAN SNAPSHOTAt the
opening of “Midnight Sun,” one of the last fictional selections in this anthology, heroine Kano
Noriko emerges exasperated from an editorial meeting for a workers’ children’s magazine. Her



comrades, she complains, “don’t understand how a real child thinks, they just stick to the
theory. . . . If you try to foist that kind of stuff on kids, they won’t go for it.”1 “Midnight Sun” [35]2 is
a roman à clef by Murayama Tomoyoshi, an avant-garde-turned-proletarian playwright, artist
(who jauntily signed “Tom” to his artwork), and writer. “Noriko” is his wife, Murayama Kazuko [17,
18], an eccentric genius of prewar children’s literature and editor of Boys Battle Flag, the
proletarian journal for children. She was also a letter writer and supporter extraordinaire of the
men of the proletarian literature movement during their prison terms, including her husband and
“Kimura Sōkichi,” her sympathetic interlocutor in this scene, the real-life Kurahara Korehito [13],
the leading theorist of the movement in Japan.This verbal snapshot condenses several
illuminating features of the movement, but before we consider them, we ask that you keep in
mind Noriko’s complaint as you move into this anthology. Despite the commonplace view that
ahistorically reduces all literature produced within a leftwing movement to “socialist realism” and
understands this to be a mindless, propagandistic celebration of workers and tractors, these
writers regularly warned one another of the pitfalls of formulaic writing. They strenuously
debated the feasibility and desirability of adopting programmatic pronouncements from the
Soviet Union, the nature of reality in Japan, and the means of translating it into writing that would
reach readers of widely divergent literacy. For all their vigorous disagreements, however, our
writers knew they were mounting a challenge to the very concept of literature in its historical and
emergent forms. For the new readers they sought—the factory workers and tenant farmers who
were cogs in the wheels of industrializing agriculture—they needed a literature that “hits you
smack where it counts,” as a factory worker told Kobayashi Takiji, who would become the most
celebrated writer of the movement [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30].3 In order to have such impact, he urged
in “A Guide to Writing Fiction,” it was crucial to keep in mind that “emotions function as the
foundation of fiction,” while “art . . . provides a frame for expressing emotions.” He reminds his
readers, comrades as well as the writers they hoped would emerge “from the factories, from the
farms,” of the example of Shakespeare, whose “consummate skill with language” gave “eternal
radiance” to his works.4The snapshot of a complaining Noriko asks us to pause over the
attention devoted to children’s literature by the leading—in this case, male—figures in the
proletarian culture movement. (Nakano Shigeharu [19], whose name will be recognizable to
anyone with a passing acquaintance with modern Japanese literature, also appears in this
novella.) The beginning of proletarian children’s literature is usually dated to a 1926 farmers
union uprising in northern Japan, in which tenant farmers withdrew their children from public
school.5 Among the progressive educators and labor organizers who converged on the village
to help out with the “proletarian farmers school” were elite university students, the soon-to-be
members of a budding proletarian literature movement, who found the available teaching
materials utterly inappropriate for poor, rural, and increasingly politicized children. They would
begin to write their own stories and translate works by European revolutionary writers for this
newly discovered audience. You will find some of the fruits of their work in chapter 4.These
young intellectuals, inclined toward literature and philosophy, coming of age in the electrifying



years following the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, brought their love of the arts to the organized—
optimistically revolutionary—transformation of society. As they confronted the challenge of
communicating with and seeking the trust of urban workers and tenant farmers, it was only
natural that the education of children would enter their agenda. Embracing this constituency
sharpened their questions about language, form, and format—the how of expression, a project
also being tackled by their rival modernist cousins of the “aesthetic” school. The what and for
whom of their efforts were directed at the “real children” championed by Noriko. And that linked
up with the central task of the movement: the accurate apprehension and expression of reality
with the aim of transforming it, the aim of what “Kimura,” that is, Kurahara Korehito, expounded
as the aesthetic practice of “proletarian realism.”This leads us to the question, what do we mean
by “proletarian literature”? The writers in this volume themselves used the term “proletarian” in
Japanized pronunciation or its Sino-Japanese equivalent musansha (person/persons without
property), so we adopt it as well. The OED takes us back to the “lowest class of Roman citizens,”
who had nothing to contribute to “the State except children.” In modern usage “proletariat” refers
to those who have nothing but their daily labor to sustain them. Recently, the term “precariat” has
emerged to refer to those living in conditions lacking security or predictability, but that, too,
doesn’t trip off the tongue. It’s symptomatic of our historical moment that we have no user-
friendly term to refer to the many who belong to these categories, though the 2011 Occupy
Movement may have given us a start with the formulation of “the 99 percent.”“Noriko” and her
comrades produced literature as participants in a cultural-political movement inflected by
Marxism and labor organization during an international “red decade” (1925–1935). Their
literature was meant to contribute to the transformation of society by changing its readers, the
relationship between readers and writers, and the nature of literature itself. Approaching
proletarian literature in this way provides a useful framework for other kinds of questions, such
as whether the term refers to the class background of the author, the class background of the
readership, the nature of the subject matter, or the perspective adopted on that subject matter.6
We invite you to keep these questions in mind as you read our fictional and critical selections by
men and women, Japanese and colonial subjects, writers from intellectual and other
backgrounds.A BRIEF HISTORYThe opening snapshot from “Midnight Sun” was likely set in
1929—that is, around the middle of the “red decade.” Only a decade, you may say, but in Japan,
writers aspiring and established, indeed, the publishing industry as a whole, were affected by
the explosive aspirations of those years. Two years after its inaugural issue in May 1928, Battle
Flag, the leading proletarian journal, had a circulation of more than twenty thousand despite
frequent banning.7 This figure, though modest by comparison with the half million circulation of
popular journals such as King, nonetheless suggests the tantalizing possibilities of mass
readership for the movement. First of all, many proletarian journals were passed around from
reader to reader because possession could be risky, especially in the workplace, with the result
that actual readership was even higher than circulation numbers indicate. Secondly, proletarian
literature had an undeniable presence in the commercial world. Kinokuniya, today a giant among



bookstores, was founded in 1927 and successfully competed with its established rivals precisely
by carrying publications such as Battle Flag. The store opened early when new issues arrived,
and customers, many, if not most, middle-class urbanites, stood in line to snap them up before
the police came to confiscate them around noon.8We start our brief history with circulation
statistics for Battle Flag because it was a movement organ that also reached a general
readership. But more importantly, we want to emphasize the reach of proletarian literature: of the
forty pieces collected in this anthology, only four were originally published in Battle Flag; the
others come from twenty-four different highbrow journals, daily newspapers, feminist journals,
proletarian journals, and modernist and other experimental publications—all part of the
burgeoning milieu of modern Japanese literature. And that is just the original publication; a
number of these works were collected and multiply republished in book form. While Anglo-
American scholars of Japanese literature have tended to ignore proletarian literature, we can
safely say it would have been impossible to bypass in the late 1920s and early 1930s. Donald
Keene, the eminent scholar of Japanese literature and no sympathizer of proletarian literature,
has estimated that “about 80 percent of the criticism published in literary or general (sōgō)
magazines was by Marxists,”9 a gauge of the prominence of leftist views in the cultural
world.Figure 1. Assorted proletarian journal coversTop row, from left: “3L Day” (Liebknecht,
Lenin, Luxemburg), Working Women (January 1933), design by Yorimoto Shirin (1902–1964);
Boys Battle Flag (August 1929), design by Murayama Tomoyoshi [35]; “Activities of the Culture
Circle,” NAPF (November 1931), design by ŌOtsuki Genji (1904–1971). Bottom row, from left:
Battle Flag (March 1930), design by Yanase Masamu (1900–1945); Vanguard (January 1928),
design by Murayama Tomoyoshi.Still, seen in isolation, proletarian literature might be no more
than a quaint oddity. By the end of the 1920s, however, an impressive network of organizations
existed in many countries, including Japan, France, Germany, Britain, the United States, China,
and India.10 In Japan, generalized concern for the underclasses, including outcastes, arose in
the late nineteenth century as the hierarchial status system of early modern Japan was officially
abolished and everyone became a “commoner” (and outcastes became “new commoners”).
Soon, anarchists, socialists, and Christians began dedicating themselves to the cause of social
justice as Japan went through a rapid course of modernization to join, however belatedly, the
company of empire builders. Many of them became vocal critics of the imperialist Russo-
Japanese War (1904–1905). Some were accused of having sought to assassinate the emperor,
the power in whose name such wars were fought. In 1911, twelve anarchists convicted of high
treason were executed. These executions had the effect of cooling revolutionary ardors for a
time, often referred to as the “winter years.”In the decade from 1915 to 1925, historical forces
converged domestically and internationally to bring proletarian literature to the forefront in Japan.
The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution and 1918 Great War Armistice signaled massive upheaval and
reordering among the world’s great powers. Up-and-coming imperialist power Japan sought
recognition for its accomplishments in the Treaty of Versailles, only to be rebuffed with what it
considered to be racial condescension. Meanwhile, a huge Japanese expeditionary force had



been sent to Russia as part of an Allied effort to combat the young revolution. Among those
deployed was a conscript named Kuroshima Denji, whose antiwar and anti-imperialist works are
included in this anthology [26, 34]. In 1919, the formation of the Communist International
coincided with the March 1st Movement, which militated for Korean independence from
Japanese colonization, and the Chinese May Fourth Movement, which protested the awarding
of former German territory Shandong to Japan. Domestically, an increasingly organized labor
movement, the 1918 Rice Riots, and the formation of the Socialist League in 1920 and the first
Japanese Communist Party in 1922 were signs of momentum. But there was as yet no
proletarian literature movement.That is conventionally said to have begun with the publication of
a journal titled The Sower in Akita Prefecture in northern Japan in 1921. French literature scholar
Komaki Ōmi (1894–1978), newly returned from France with a commitment to the pacifism and
Marxism of Henri Barbusse’s (1873–1935) Clarté movement, established the journal with local
writer friends. The following year, the coterie moved to Tokyo, to be joined by Aono Suekichi [4,
9] among others. The 1923 earthquake and subsequent repression forced its closure, though
not before it managed to publish an exposé of the brutal treatment of leftists and Koreans in the
earthquake’s aftermath. The group reorganized as Literary Front in 1924, which became the
center of the proletarian literature movement. By 1928, debates and repeated factionalization led
to the formation of NAPF (Nippona Artista Proleta Federacio, the Esperanto name reflecting
internationalist aspirations) and the publication of its organ, Battle Flag (see figs. 1 and 7). Even
as the government responded to the boom in proletarian literature with repression, proletarian
organizations actually expanded their activities, as demonstrated by the 1931 establishment of
KOPF (Federacio de Proletaj Kultur Organizoj Japanaj, which absorbed NAPF), a cultural
umbrella organization with a vibrant theater league, cinema league, visual arts league,
photography league, and music league, as well as associated organizations for Esperanto,
“militant atheism,” birth control, scientific research, and libraries.11 Not all writers in this
anthology participated in these specific groups, although the majority came to align themselves
with the Communist-affiliated wing. State repression mounted steadily along with expanded
military ambitions following the Manchurian Incident of 1931. A flood of recantations was
unleashed, and the Writers League, the pillar of the movement, “voluntarily” disbanded in 1934.
The devastating loss of an organizational base, repeated or lengthy prison terms, and even
recantation did not, however, mean the extinction of commitment to the movement. The buds in
the title of our very last selection, Miyamoto Yuriko’s “Buds That Survive Winter” [40], would
bloom with Japan’s defeat in 1945.Indeed, the prewar proletarians, once they were liberated
from prison and censorship, and especially after the US occupation ended (1952), were more
than ever determined to oppose imperialist war along with the revival of a repressive state. They
started up new journals and republished prewar works in a remarkable burst of energy. While
McCarthyism and the Cold War contributed to the dismissal of leftist literature in English-
language scholarship, in Japan, despite sectarian splintering, the validity of a politically
committed literature continued to hold until society began to undergo wholesale depoliticization.



Instrumental in this process was the “income-doubling plan” announced after the crushing of
pacifist aspirations with the renewal of the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo) in 1960. The rise of
what would come to be called the “New Left”—another international phenomenon—turned many
young leftists against a literature they saw as tied to the Communist Party. Many of them,
moreover, found middle-class prosperity repressive. For them, a class-based politics was no
longer compelling, while to those who were frantically enjoying consumer pleasures or anxious
to do so, it was irrelevant. And the ideology of aesthetic autonomy—the idea that art having any
goals outside itself was bound to be inferior, an idea utterly familiar to our writers in the prewar
era—was a constant factor in efforts to consign proletarian literature to the proverbial dustbin of
history.It would be disingenuous to conclude this section without reference to the debacles and
tragedies associated with historic and actually existing socialist states, notably the USSR (1922–
1991), the People’s Republic of China (1949–), and the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(1948–). Especially in the post–Berlin Wall, post-USSR era, the failure of socialist projects has
encouraged some intellectuals to equate fascism and communism, in the process promoting the
obsolescence of class as a social and analytical category, in contrast to race, gender, ethnicity,
or sexuality. To allow Stalin’s crimes or the Great Leap Forward to obliterate the struggles and
achievements of those who, like the writers in our anthology, pursued class justice under
conditions of extreme, even life-robbing duress, only compounds a wrong. We can criticize the
historic failures of the socialist project without dismissing its achievements or aspirations. Those
aspirations found multifarious expression in the works you are about to read, drawn together in
the category called “proletarian literature.”WHY LITERATURE?We marvel today at how seriously
literature was taken in the 1920s and 1930s by creative and critical writers and social activists,
not to mention the state. Besotted as we are in the twenty-first century with a multitude of media,
it is easy to overlook not only the dominance of print media but also the pride of place accorded
the novel, a form considered as capable of representing everything from the greatness of a
nation to the intricacies of the psyche. In contrast to the Soviet Union, Japan had a flourishing
print culture that produced, among other genres, fiction appealing not only to elite and white-
collar audiences but also to the toiling masses. Still, we might ask, why would activists not just
focus on organizing? Aono Suekichi, a leading literary critic early in the proletarian movement,
felt compelled to justify his focus on literature: “What made me take [literature] up again, after my
understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real nature of
the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than most
people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it.”12 By “superstructure,” Aono is referring to the Marxist concept that identifies
the culture and institutions of society, in contrast to the “base,” or the forces and social relations
of production. It was precisely his familiarity with the privileged position of literature in the
superstructure that drove Aono’s determination to tackle it alongside the struggles addressing
the base.Leon Trotsky (1879–1940), that giant of the Russian Revolution, famously objected to



the notion of proletarian culture and art. Securing food and housing for all citizens after the
devastation of civil war was his priority, a daunting task pursued in tandem with the equally
staggering one of achieving universal literacy. For Trotsky, the material surplus and time span
required for the development of bourgeois culture, as well as the achievements of that culture,
were not to be ignored. The proletariat had to engage in the dangerous activity of learning “from
[their] enemies.”13 Creating a new culture takes time because “it is one thing to understand
something and express it logically, and quite another thing to assimilate it organically,
reconstructing the whole system of one’s feelings, and to find a new kind of artistic expression
for this new entity.”14 In the meanwhile, if the revolution succeeded in producing a socialist
society, the proletariat itself would dissolve: in other words, neither was there the wherewithal to
create a “proletarian culture” in the wake of the revolution nor was it an appropriate goal for the
future.But we might argue against Trotsky that precisely because Japan was “prerevolutionary,”
as our writers ruefully put it, it presented them with an opportunity to develop a “proletarian
literature” by grappling with the double-edged resources of a flourishing bourgeois mass print
culture—that is, by learning “from [their] enemies.” After all, most proletarian writers, like Aono,
were intellectuals formed by bourgeois culture. Their love of literature had been a path to their
awakening to social injustice, and it was not far-fetched for them to use it, in the venerable words
of Horace about the nature of poetry, to “delight” and to “instruct,” which here translate into giving
the industrial workers and tenant farmers being robbed of their humanity the energy and dignity
that come with the power to understand the makeup of the world. As Kobayashi Takiji wrote to
his editor at Central Review, the very mainstream publication about to publish his Absentee
Landlord, tenant farmers didn’t need to be shown “how wretched their lives were,” but “why they
were wretched.”15In this volume, Kurahara Korehito’s “Path to Proletarian Realism” is a
momentous essay that theorizes historically the key questions about class struggle and its
relationship to literature. Emphasizing point of view, Kurahara explicitly declines to prescribe
content for “proletarian realism,” but he makes it clear that it will not consist of the unhappy
ruminations of the comfortably situated male—that is, the “I-novel” that had become the
centerpiece of modern Japanese literature.We should note, though, that proletarian literature
didn’t consist of only prose fiction. It included every kind of poetic form then current in Japan
(tanka, senryū, haiku, free verse) as well as drama. But fiction was central to the literature
movement, as literature was to the cultural movement. The members of the Writers League
engaged in a prodigious amount of organizing alongside their writing, translating, and studying,
all the while struggling to support themselves and their families and evade apprehension. Arrest,
they knew, all too often entailed interrogation under torture.Despite its genteel reputation,
literature—proletarian literature—was treated as potentially dangerous to the state and subject
to constant surveillance and the threat of repression. The Communist and Socialist Parties were
declared illegal and swiftly disbanded, but what about literature that vilified the wealthy or
represented workplace injustice? What about characters developing class consciousness—
prompting readers to do the same? The passage of the Public Order Law16 in 1925 made it



illegal to challenge the emperor system or private property. In 1928, it was revised to include the
death penalty. As we will discuss more specifically in the following section, writers and editors
struggled with the bounds of legality. Movement organs more readily took risks with what they
printed than commercial publications, but it is testimony to both the spirit of the age and the
reputation of our writers that even highbrow journals continued to publish them albeit with more
extensive self-censorship.USING THIS ANTHOLOGYDespite the great scope of proletarian
cultural production, we’ve restricted ourselves to short fiction and criticism in this anthology with
the hope that others will pick up where we’ve left off. Except for “Midnight Sun,” the longest
novella in this collection, all the fictional works have been translated as completely as possible
given the restrictions of the censorship regime, a subject to which we’ll return. Most of the critical
pieces, on the other hand, have been excerpted. We have chosen to offer our readers a variety
of works while still presenting a sense of the kinds of questions our authors debated. Rather
than the one author, one title approach, we’ve tried to illustrate with multiple selections the kinds
of roles our writers played in the movement. We show the interconnectedness of our writers by
consistently cross-referencing works through the use of bracketed numbers. Chapter
introductions as well as biographical notes preceding each title provide more information about
the writers and the context of their activities, organizational as well as literary.Figure 2.
Comrades surround the brutalized body of Kobayashi TakijiFebruary 21, 1933, at the Kobayashi
home in Mabashi, Tokyo. Extraordinary police surveillance no doubt contributed to the
circulation of this famous photograph without the photographer being identified and the dates
varying between the twenty-first and twenty-second. The 2014 discovery of original glass plates
by Ito Jun, son of Kishi Yamaji (1899–1973, member of the Writers League and inaugural chair of
the Proletarian Photographers League), among his father’s belongings corroborates a statement
by Kishi in an early postwar discussion with comrades that he took photos the night Takiji’s body
was returned. (“Kobayashi Takiji no shi to sono zengo,” Shinnihon bungaku [February 1950]: 31.)
Front left is Kaji Wataru [16]; the blurry figure to his left is Yamada Seizaburō [28]; far right, Hara
Sen (Proletarian Theater League, wife of Nakano Shigeharu [19]). (Gaidobukku Kobayashi Takiji
no Tokyo Henshūiinkai, ed., Gaido bukku Kobayashi Takiji no Tokyo [Gakushū no Tomosha,
2008], 42.)We used the first published version of a work as the base text for translation,
indicating the year and source under each title, with the Japanese title included in the
bibliography. Our writers worked under increasingly stringent conditions of censorship, and
subsequent republications were frequently subject to increased redaction, if not outright
banning. Although writing and images considered pornographic were the predominant targets of
censorship, political writing, especially writing that brushed up against the 1925 Public Order
Law, was also at risk. Since postpublication banning was the predominant form of censorship
during the period covered by this anthology, editors and authors worked hard to avoid this costly
outcome by preemptively censoring their texts, using mostly Xs, ellipses, and sometimes Os in
place of words that risked running afoul of the authorities.Depending on context, readers of
proletarian literature would have had no trouble guessing that XX stood for the two characters



reading kakumei (revolution) or sensō (war). But when the Xs (or Os or commas or ellipses or
asterisks) multiplied, or whole lines were suppressed (sometimes indicated, other times not),
even the most practiced reader would have been unable to supply the missing text. Since our
goal is not to mystify, wherever missing passages were supplied in later editions thanks to
manuscripts or galleys guarded with courageous devotion, we have added them in, marking
each instance as follows: word. Writers who lived on after the war often did more than restore
what had been suppressed. We’ve included a few of those changes, too, and noted them. (We
haven’t, however, marked corrections of simple inconsistencies.) And we have left in Xs, Os, and
ellipses for which the intended words have never been recovered. When we use ellipses in
excerpted texts to indicate that an omission is ours, however, we surround them with
brackets: [. . .].Our texts have frequent recourse to typographic usage that overlaps with, but isn’t
identical to, the marks of self-censorship. The common Japanese literary convention of using
initials or dashes or X/O for place-names and other proper nouns and the use of ellipses and
dashes to indicate nonverbalized thought or hesitation are examples. The X’d elision of a street
address or the use of an initial can be a protective gesture or a literary performance of
suggestive anonymity, where the initial points to a plausible, actually existing locale. Our marked-
up texts invite you to reflect on the effects of precautionary self-censorship and the interplay of
that process with the developing conventions of modern prose fiction.17As indicated in the
chapter titles, the organization of this volume is principally by topic. “The Personal Is the
Political,” “Art as a Weapon,” “Children”—these are not the usual categories of proletarian
literature, but for that very reason, we think they enable readers to see past the boundaries
erected by convention and time. Should you decide to start at the beginning, however, you will
find that the organization is roughly chronological. We hope you will find that the parts speak to
one another and the whole suggests the reach of their history, including its proximity to our own
times.POSTSCRIPTIn 2008, after nearly two “lost decades” of economic stagnation in Japan,
The Crab Cannery Ship, the eighty-year-old masterpiece of proletarian literature by Kobayashi
Takiji, created a sensation by appearing on the best-seller lists.18 The image of a factory afloat
in the frigid waters of the North—a prison house without exit, entrapping desperate people in
deadly labor—was a flash that illuminated the present. Now, well into the twenty-first century,
how should we face our moment of brutal inequality, endless war, and the destruction of our
habitat? The writers in this volume found their world intolerable and they determined to change
it. They didn’t think literature was sufficient for that transformation, but they were sure it had a
role.We hope their stories speak to you.1The Personal Is the PoliticalINTRODUCTIONWhen is
your personal problem not just your personal problem? In 1969 American feminist Carol Hanisch
(1942–) insisted that the problems women were experiencing as largely personal problems,
including gender inequality in the home and workplace, could be mapped neatly onto social
structures of power with this simple question: “Who benefits from this problem?”1 In her essay
“The Personal Is the Political,” she was responding to criticism that the emphasis of US second-
wave feminism on raising consciousness was more concerned with the psychological (i.e.,



bourgeois therapy) and less concerned with the political (i.e., collective action). Responding that
women are “messed over, not messed up!” Hanisch insisted that raising collective
consciousness was not about individuals curing themselves but rather collectively realizing what
objective conditions needed to be changed to combat their oppression.The stories throughout
this anthology ask us to think about how personal tragedies happen because capitalism not only
does not care to prevent them but benefits in various, often invisible ways, such as assuring a
docile labor supply by inducing psychic and material precariousness. Injuries received on the
job, sexual harassment, ethnic discrimination, miscarriages, malnourished children, and many
other indignities of poverty show us how even problems experienced as deeply personal—such
as a child’s loss of her father in “Hell” [16]—form a pattern of oppression that becomes apparent
when we ask, “Who benefits from this problem?” The phrase “the personal is the political” seems
to come straight from the proletarian movement, as the men and women of the movement
addressed the problems of class, colonial, and gender inequality through deeply personal
narratives of injustice. That the title in fact comes from US second-wave feminism and,
moreover, that the slogan continues to resonate is useful because it reminds readers that
collective action against oppression, like the kind seen in the proletarian movement, continues to
be relevant.In a dispute over literary method in chapter 3, Sata Ineko ([15]; see also [8, 21])
shares the problems in her life—her husband has been arrested, her father has become
unhinged, and her brother has become a “bum”—and states that “we can see in all of these
[instances] a reflection of current social conditions.” The task of proletarian literature according
to Sata? “We proletarian writers, even when dealing with something that happened in a single
household or to one individual, don’t just scratch the surface of an event as if it had occurred in
isolation. Rather, we take it upon ourselves to discern the social necessity of its occurrence and
then give it concrete expression.” How does Sata understand the “social necessity” of her
hardships? Her 1932 essay is a rebuttal of criticism offered by rival proletarian writer Hirabayashi
Taiko [14] that proletarian works had become too “formulaic”; Sata rejects what she sees as a
naïve understanding of proletarian realism as a “method of depicting reality ‘just as it is,’” and
instead argues for “a method for taking a given phenomenon as it is and penetrating its essence
in order to reveal the necessity of its occurrence. There can be no such thing as presenting
reality simply ‘as it is.’ That is an empty expression, referring to what bourgeois realism imagines
it has achieved in merely scratching the surface of reality.”2The three short stories in this section
invite us to “penetrate the essence.” “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” ([1]; see also [5, 11, 22, 29,
30]), by the movement’s best-known author, Kobayashi Takiji, is a memory of a day spent with a
beloved sister told by a now-grown man to a comrade. Like “Tetsu’s Story” [19] by Nakano
Shigeharu, a harrowing boyhood account of a calligraphy demonstration before the crown
prince, the framework of recollection in Taguchi’s tale makes available the events of the past as
part of a system of oppression. Unlike “Tetsu’s Story,” however, “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow”
stops short of revealing how this memory and the fate of his sister might have affected his
decision to become “Comrade” Taguchi, leaving readers to make sense of it themselves. In



Wakasugi Toriko’s short story “The Mother” [3], by contrast, the eponymous protagonist suffers
first the loss of her son to illness and then her daughter to the socialist movement, but the latter
helps her to see that her personal tragedies are part of a greater pattern. Like Maksim Gorky’s
(1868–1936) Mother, translated into Japanese in 1929,3 the loss of a conventional family
enables this protagonist to pursue a new, more socially just formation of a family; but in contrast
to Gorky’s work, Wakasugi’s mother is led toward socialism by a daughter rather than a son.The
hardships endured by the female protagonist of Nakamoto Takako’s “Red” ([2]; see also [10]) are
depicted with a power combining the insights and techniques of both proletarian and New
Sensationist writing4 and invites comparison with Hayama Yoshiki’s “The Prostitute” [6] and
Kataoka Teppei’s “The Linesmen” [12]. Unlike those other stories, however, “Red” articulates
what it’s like to inhabit a proletarian woman’s body—in this case, a perennially pregnant body,
abused by a drunken spouse and then left to care for too many children without a living wage.
These characters and narrators—male and female, young and old, rural and urban—experience
hardships that might, individually, be regarded as bad luck, but together suggest a systematic
oppression that begs us, following Sata, to penetrate their “essence in order to reveal the
necessity of [their] occurrence.”The essays in this chapter are by two male leaders in the
movement. The youthful experience of poverty led Aono Suekichi [4, 9] to embrace nihilism and
Kobayashi Takiji to yearn for riches until they encountered, as Aono puts it, “the study of
society’s economic system and socialist theory.”5 HBS(1) Comrade Taguchi’s
SorrowKOBAYASHI TAKIJITranslated from Weekly Asahi (April 1930)Virtually no women appear
in “The Crab Cannery Ship” (1929), the work that catapulted Kobayashi Takiji (1903–1933; see
“A Chronology of My Life” [5]) to fame. The posthumously published “Life of a Party
Member” (1933) made Takiji notorious because its instrumental treatment of a female character
was thought to represent his own as well as Communist Party attitudes toward women.6 It may
therefore come as a surprise that the challenges facing poor and working girls and women were
a staple of Takiji’s fiction. His works (see [11] and [22]) bring us wives and mothers anxious
about the cost of their menfolk’s political commitments, wives embracing those sacrifices,
spunky factory girls taking on organizing responsibilities and brushing up against the challenges
of comradely romance, still other young women whose political awakening is nipped in the bud
by their obligation as caregivers, and, like the actual love of his life, women forced to sell their
bodies.7The torment of “Comrade Taguchi’s” sister is of a different sort. Like Takiji himself and
his older sister, she receives from a benefactor the chance to make a class leap. The
uncomprehending boyhood eyes of Comrade Taguchi accentuate the anxieties of class
“passing” for a young woman endowed with beauty and intellect. NF(Everybody’s had the
experience of whistling without knowing it. You don’t know the name of the tune.—And then, as
you go along, you say, that’s it, it’s that song. When this happens, it’s always the case that the
song is carrying a forgotten piece of the past that’s mysteriously stuck in a corner of your mind.
That’s according to Taguchi. There’re times when the song and the memory are related—but it
can also happen that a certain song mysteriously brings out a scene that has no connection to it



whatsoever.If only till the spring snow melts . . .8Taguchi says that whenever he hears this song
or finds himself whistling it, he remembers how he used to walk along the tracks on the cape in
the early spring cold after the sun had set, leaning his sleepy body against his sister’s. Come to
think of it, it was probably this song he was singing as he laid out his bedding.I must’ve been
about ten years old—Taguchi began, pulling the ashtray close to his pillow as he lay on his
belly.)My big sister was going to a girls’ higher school. There was no way our family could’ve sent
her, but there was a certain person who put up a little money for this. Even so, no question, life
was tough. When fall came and the grain harvest was supposed to be shipped off, my sister
would no sooner get home from school than she would be off to the “hand-sorting factory” for
export green peas. In other words, she was joining the night shift.These factories were usually
on the second floor of seaport warehouses. Wives who lived from hand to mouth brought their
kids along when they came to work as day laborers.—If you worked the whole day without
stopping to piss, you’d make seventy, eighty sen. But only the pros could make that much. Fifty
or sixty was more like it.—If you worked until eight or nine at night, then you’d get up to one yen.
And then, on their way home from the night shift, some of the women would have to sell
themselves in the warehouse corners, surrounded by those swirling piles of grains.My sister
would work from four or so until nine o’clock and earn forty, fifty sen. There were no girls like her
working in that kind of place. But she never acted like she resented it. She said it wasn’t like she
was one of those people who could afford to just go to school.There was a “volcanic ash
company” near the house. If you took a bucket and went behind the factory, you could pick coke
from the slagheap.—In winter this was a substitute for charcoal. You stick it in a bucket and
punch holes all over the sides and you’ve got yourself a stove. It burns with a purple flame.
Needless to say, we didn’t have a chimney so the whole house got smoky. Father went around
with the rims of his eyes all red. Still, it was better than putting up with the cold.—You have to be
there before anybody else has picked through it, said my sister, who’d get up earlier than the rest
of us and set out. When she got home, her head would be all white from the cinder dust.—I’ve
been coke picking, too, led by her hand.That year, the seas of Otaru were bustling with the first
big catch of herring in five years.—In Hokkaido, people and money pour in or flee depending on
whether it’s a good or bad year for herring. With a rope basket on her back, even a woman could
earn two or three yen a day unloading the herring. If you knew how to dress it, you could make
even more. There were never enough hands. After all, thousands, no tens of thousands of
bushels of herring had to be unloaded and disposed of in the space of two or three days.—But
my sister wouldn’t say she’d go.“You go one day, and you get a whopping two yen! Think of what
a help that’d be.” Mother kept repeating herself.“But . . . I just don’t wanna do it! . . . See . . .” This
wasn’t like my sister at all.“If you just go on Sunday, you’ll make as much as you do in a whole
month. . . .”“It’s because it’s Sunday. . . .” My sister didn’t seem to want to spell it out.“Because it’s
Sunday?”“. . .”—Sister was watching Mother silently.—“You know how the people from town
come sightseeing . . . and . . .” And here she stumbled over her words. “And . . . well, my friends,
you know, my friends from school. . . !”Mother started and looked into her face.“. . . !”It probably



shouldn’t have been a surprise that she hated the thought of being out there with a basket on her
back.—My sister, in spite of everything, did have a bit of vanity. I don’t know if you can call it
vanity in the usual sense. She just never brought home friends from school because our house
was on the “wrong side of the tracks” and it was dirty.—It was the kind of house that rattled with
the slightest bit of wind. So it was propped up with “stakes” in the back. The ceiling had no
panels, so you could see the bare rafters, and the rain poured right in. The area was swampy,
and the house was set on low foundations to begin with. When it rained, the tatami mats felt
sticky to your feet. And underneath, you could hear the plop, plop of the water. The pieces of
mud and straw glued into the wall had turned a dull brown from the rain and snow, and it would
crumble wherever you touched it.In springtime, city folk would come strolling through this
forsaken part of town by the sea. If she spotted any of her school friends among them, my sister
would hide in the house and refuse to go out.—That’s the way she was.If there was a big catch,
come Sunday, you could be sure that students and office-worker types from Otaru would come
around for the “herring spectacle.”—You’d be in your navy-and-white quilted jacket, gaiters on
your legs and cowl over your head, a basket on your back. They’d see you like that. This was
something she couldn’t bear to think of.But in the end, it was decided that she’d go.—Sister
stood biting her thin lip. I followed along after her that day.Jutting out to the shoreline, old Mt.
Baldy separated Kumausu Village from Otaru.If you round the bumpy path under the cliff that
looks like it’s about to cave in, then you come out to where you can see the whole fishing village
in the gently curving bay. Scattered houses follow the mountain wall pressing against their backs
all the way to the other side of the cape. Two tracks run through that narrow space between the
sea and the mountain. The villagers use the railway as their road. So the trains blow their
whistles the whole time as they pass right under the eaves.—No sooner than you think you’ve
seen a puff of white smoke at the turn of the cape on the other side then it’s passing in front of
the mountain, slipping in between the houses, coming at you in a rush. When it’s midway
through the village, you suddenly hear the rumbling. . . .Most of the time, it was just a remote
fishing village.—But when the herring swarmed, the entire stretch of sea became a cloudy white.
Seagulls skirted the surface of the water in rings, crying like babies. The bay thronged with the
boats around the “set nets” and the little boats with the “gill nets.” On the beach were planted lots
of long red streamers and white streamers. They were banners celebrating a big catch.Not only
was it a Sunday, but you could tell early on that it was going to be a fine day, so people crowded
in not just from Otaru but even from Sapporo. Every train that stopped at the Otaru Harbor
Construction Station or Asari Station was packed. City people of the kind you don’t see around
here formed a line from the stations to the beach.—It also happened to be the first day when,
after six months of imprisonment in Hokkaido’s long winter, you could step into a flood of bright
outdoor light.My sister, with a basket on her back, shrouded her face with a hand towel so that
no one would recognize her. I was playing nearby.—The other women working with her could
only stare in the direction of the pretty women coming from town. They chattered about their
kimonos and their hairstyles. But my sister would not look their way.Two boards led to and from



the sampans. You crossed one to unload your basket of herring, and then the other to go back,
making a loop as you repeated the trek. Every time the herring were scooped up, their fresh
scales gleamed silver.A fine-looking couple stood watching the spectacle together with their little
boy, dressed in naval uniform with binoculars slung over his shoulder.—As for me, my eyes were
glued to his Western clothing. I’d never seen anything like it. Not to mention the binoculars—you
didn’t see that kind of thing often. And, without knowing it, I began to draw near him.—The boy
saw me approaching. When our eyes met, he suddenly frowned. And then he must have tugged
at his mother’s hand. She had been watching the basket carriers, but then, as if to say “Hm?”—
she turned her gaze toward me. Feeling as if I’d done something bad, I began to back off.“You
get back here!”I got a sudden poke in the back. My sister was standing there, frowning.—
Obediently, I sat down on the sand near her equipment. I felt lonely but didn’t know why.There
were lots of people standing around there, too.“As if we were some kind of show . . . what do they
think is so interesting about this. . . !”My sister spoke in a low voice.—But she couldn’t lift her
face to look in their direction.There seemed to be a young man and woman standing just behind
where I’d sat down. From the corner of my eye I could see the lavender hem of a kimono,
spotless white tabi, sandals that looked to be two or even three inches high, sharp-creased
trousers and red leather shoes.—A walking stick moved without a moment’s pause. I managed
to steal a glimpse of all this without turning my head.They were talking to each other. “Aren’t they
hardworking, these ladies?”“Why don’t you try putting one of those baskets on your back, just
like them?”“After you.”—And they smiled at each other.Other basket carriers looked in their
direction. As they passed in front, none of the day laborers missed the chance to cast a glance
over my head at the couple.My sister was the only one who didn’t.After a while, the two headed
back. I was still sitting, listening to their footsteps fading away on the sand.—Relieved, I looked
behind for the first time. Then I remembered a motion picture, the only one I’d ever seen. She
looked like the woman in that picture, a beautiful woman like I’d never seen anywhere else.—
When she disappeared around the corner in the distance, I gave up and turned around—and
met my sister’s gaze. She’d been watching, too! I looked at her, my sister, wearing an indigo
jacket stitched in a fish-scale pattern and sandals. She looked like a man.—Suddenly, for some
reason, I didn’t like her so much anymore.I went off to play by myself until noontime. When I
came back, everybody who was unloading the herring was sitting in a bunch, eating rice balls
tossed in sweetened roasted soybean flour. This was the standard lunch for herring days. I got
some from my sister.“Guess what. Some friends from school were there . . . all dressed up. I was
so ashamed I just kept my face down. Thank goodness, they went away without noticing me.”I
sat listening with my mouth stuffed.“Imagine, being seen like this,” she said, shamefacedly
holding up her yellow-coated rice ball.“But it can’t be helped . . .”—And, as usual, she bit her
lower lip.I had a job, too.—A lot of herring fell from the sampans into the sea while they were
being scooped into the baskets. I’d fish for these with a long bamboo pole. That way, I’d catch
twenty or thirty in the course of the day.More people started coming after lunchtime. Women in
their finery would be standing here and there, watching.“That one’s not bad looking.”—This was



from two or three young men who looked like office workers.“You mean she’s a ‘rare country
bloom’?”Another one asked, laughing, “Which one, which one?”“That one over there.”The first
one said, “The one that just came—the third one in line. . . .”I looked casually in that direction.—
The third one was my sister!She must have noticed, too. She reddened and looked down.“Hey,
wait a minute.”One of them said.—“Poor thing. . . .”“Come on, she’s taking it as a
compliment.”Two of them walked ahead.“Just one more time.”The other one stood, waiting for my
sister to pass in front of them on the return trip. With her basket on her back, she was scarlet up
to her ears.As she went by, he said, “She’s a looker, all right,” and ran to catch up with the others.
He’d gone a fair ways when he turned to look back.—When he was out of sight, my sister lifted
her head at last. Her eyes followed in his direction for an instant. I was only a kid, but seeing this
gave me a funny feeling.Slipping the strap of the empty basket from one shoulder, my sister
stepped out of the line. “My legs are so sore, I can’t pick up my feet anymore. I’m going to take a
break for just a second.”The unloading zone was across the train tracks, quite a ways from the
sampans and up a steep incline. The basket carriers, all in a line with their shoulders hunched
over, would heave-ho to try to get a little bounce in their step as they climbed up.—Sister must
have used her sleeve to wipe the sweat off her face, for slivers of herring scale were carved into
her flushed cheeks like bits of silver paper.“Hey tootsie, I’m not gonna put too much in
yours.”When a young woman came up, the fishermen would put two and a half scoops instead of
the normal heaping three and help her up with a pat on the rump of her basket.“Damn lecher!”
said the old wives when they figured out what was going on.The fisherman’s dark ruddy face
broke out in laughter.“Got som’n to complain about, you shriveled bags? Don’t forget you used to
be young, too.”—The lightened load was a help to my sister. Even so, it was hard
going.“Where’re you from, sweetheart? Let’s go and have us a good time when we’re done.”So
the fishermen would joke as they filled her basket. But my sister wasn’t the kind of young woman
who could respond to that sort of thing.“I’ll lay out the bedding and be a-waitin’ for you.” There
were other women her age who were ready with a comeback.That day, I ended up getting into a
fight.—All my buddies who were going after the spilled herring were the children of day laborers.
They’d stand in the cold water, their kimonos rolled up to their bellies, dragging the herring close
to them with the bamboo poles. But it wasn’t them that I fought.It was just about when we were
all done.—A girl in Western clothing came over to us and said something. I turned bright red and
fumbled. It was because I’d never talked to anybody who looked like this.“Are they for free?” That
was what the girl was saying.I couldn’t answer in words, so I just nodded. The girl squatted and
reached out with one finger to touch the herring I was dangling. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.I
made up my mind and said, “Want one? . . .” After I managed to get the words out, I turned bright
red.—The girl looked pleased. I thrust a herring in her direction. She hesitated, looking like she
was about to reach out, but then withdrew her hand.“Dummy! Leave that thing alone!”It must
have been her big brother.—“It’s just garbage they pick up.—Filthy stuff!”He grabbed her by the
elbow and led her away.It got to me, being put in a situation like that. What was I supposed to do
with my hand, stuck out in her direction, holding on to a herring with a rope through its gills? I



suddenly found myself right behind the boy. I don’t know what happened then. Crushed roe
splattered on his cheek and shoulder—and a gill-less herring turned a somersault in my hand.I’d
been swiping at the boy from behind with the herring. I was panting for breath.“Get ’im, get ’im!”
My buddies were cheering me on.—The boy burst out crying and ran off. The girl, dragged by
the hand, was having a hard time running over the rocks—she started crying, too.The girl kept
looking back, as if she were frightened. When I saw her scared face, twisted from crying, I came
to myself with a start.“Now what did you do? . . . Idiot! . . .”My sister gave me a poke on the head
to go with these words. But there was something oddly comforting about her at that moment.
The tension melted, and I felt the tears welling up. . . .I let myself lean against my sister and rub
my eyes against her smelly apron, full of fish scales.Even after work, my sister wouldn’t leave
until it was dark. She said she was ashamed of having her face seen. The train packed with
sightseers chug-chugged up the slight elevation as it rounded the cape. When it was on the
other side, its winding body with brightly lit windows showed itself one more time.—The lights
came on in the boats in the offing. Their reflection cast a long tail on the dark surface of the sea.
The train tracks were mounted on concrete high above the coastline. So you could hear
snatches of conversation from the boats or the splashing water as if it were right nearby. The
waves slapped gently against the bottom of the concrete. The chill night wind of early spring had
stirred up.Tired, my body half resting against my sister’s, we walked the tracks back home. I was
sullen and silent.—In the dark sky over the offing, a seagull let out a cry like a baby’s. It was
desolate.Along the way, we would brush past men from the fishery.“Hey, good lookin’!” they’d call
out as they went by.Each time this happened, my sister would grasp my hand. . . . She was tired,
too. But from time to time, as if she’d only now remembered them, she’d start talking about the
pretty women from town. Good times are going to come our way too, she’d say. We just have to
keep doing our best and work hard.—That’s the way she was always thinking. I guess that’s why
she kept working with a vengeance.Finally, she lapsed into silence.—Then all you could hear
was the sound of our matched footsteps against the railroad ties. But from time to time I’d trip
over a tie and pitch forward. I’d fallen asleep. Each time my sister’s body would drag me
on.When we rounded the cape separating Kumausu Village from Otaru, the cold wind hit us with
full force. But then the lights of Otaru spread out sparkling right beneath us. . . . I felt reassured.—
And happy.“Hey, Sis, look how pretty it is! . . .”The words came out spontaneously.But it seemed
like my sister only lifted her head.—I got the feeling she was crying. . . .(“That’s all there is to it.”—
Taguchi said at the end.—“But it’s strange, you know, how I keep coming back to that one
day.”Taguchi’s lips twisted slightly.“What about ‘If only till the spring snow melts’?” I asked.“Don’t
know.—It was probably already popular back then, and . . . well, somehow . . .”—I hadn’t seen
Taguchi in a long time. He’d spent four months at “the country villa” thanks to the mass arrests of
the April 16 Incident.9 Two-year prison sentence, suspended for five. That was his status when
he got out. He wasn’t in great shape physically, so it was decided he’d stay at my place for a
while.Taguchi’s sister went through a lot to get through the girls’ higher school, and then she
took a position at an elementary school in Furano. She’d send practically all her pay to her family.



That was just like her, Taguchi said. She was the kind of big sister who’d walk ahead of him in a
snowstorm, shielding him from the wind and making a path in the snow all the way to school.—
This was something Taguchi talked about all the time.Thanks to his sister’s monthly payments,
he was able to get through middle school and then enter a special higher school for medicine.
Needless to say, Taguchi isn’t giving any time to his medical studies anymore.—For his sister
who’d known nothing but poverty while she was growing up, becoming a doctor was the most
likely way to “get rich,” and that’s why she’d sent him to that school.Then this poor sister got
involved in a love affair. It ended badly. The guy was said to be the college-educated son of a big
landowner. I’d heard somewhere that she wasn’t quite right in the head after that. It must have
been a year later that she threw herself into that eerie Sorachi River. Her body never came
up.Taguchi and I are good pals. But he never talks about his sister’s death. It’s completely out of
the ordinary for him to tell the kind of story he told today.—I guess there was always something
about his sister that made you feel she was lonely. I don’t know any of the details. And out of
regard for his feelings, I’ve made it a point not to ask.It’s almost spring, time for the herring to
come.—I’ll bet Taguchi’s thinking about his sister.)Translated by Norma Field(2)
RedNAKAMOTO TAKAKOTranslated from Women’s Arts (January 1929)Figure 3. Nakamoto
Takako at podiumOctober 18, 1929, at Asahi Auditorium, Tokyo. Nakamoto Takako’s [2, 10]
lecture, titled “On the Formation of World Monopoly and the Problems Thereof,” at the Women’s
Arts fall lecture. (Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature.)Nakamoto Takako
(1903–1991) was born to a self-described petty bourgeois family: graduating from the
Yamaguchi Prefectural Higher School, she taught for several years before moving to Tokyo to
pursue literature in 1927.10 Like Kataoka Teppei, she wrote her early fiction and criticism as part
of Yokomitsu Riichi’s (1898–1947) modernist movement, New Sensationism.“Red” was
published in Women’s Arts, which also published her well-known short story, “The Female Bell-
Cricket.”11 Women’s Arts was a consciously feminist literary journal primarily by and for women
receptive to proletarian politics. It published Matsuda Tokiko [32], Sata Ineko [8, 15, 21],
Hirabayashi Taiko [14], Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], and, eventually, leftist males such as
Kobayashi Takiji [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30]. By the end of 1929, Nakamoto renounced her
experimental creative writing exemplified by “Red” and moved to Kameido to be near the female
factory workers at the Tōyō Muslin Factory (see “Going on a Field Trip?” [10]). There, she
embarked on the harrowing path of a labor organizer working with the underground Japanese
Communist Party. “Red” makes a valuable pairing with a better-known work, Hayama Yoshiki’s
short story “Letter in a Cement Barrel” (1926), which depicts a worn-down husband. HBSFinally,
the housework was done, and now Shigé, while keeping an eye on her youngest, three-year-old
Sué, pulled out her worktable so she could get back to pasting together the envelopes she was
making for piecework.The sliding paper door in front of her nose had faded to a distinctly antique
hue, each thin sheet of paper the only thing between her and the bracing winds of the shifting
world outside. Yet each sheet’s frame also served as a tiny window to that world, coolly
organized into sections. The autumn sunlight angled in through the frames and threw countless



bright bands diagonally across the room.As if by habit, Shigé peered out at the street from her
worktable through a hole poked through the paper just even with her eyes. A group of children
were gathered around the water spigot, talking and playing. Shigé’s next youngest, Tomo, was
out there too, dressed in a filthy flannel apron and standing to the side. Letting out a deep breath,
Shigé looked back over at her other children and then returned to her work. Sué amused herself
at her mother’s side, contentedly sucking on a bell that had lost its clapper.Suddenly, Shigé
raised her head, snapping to attention: Tomo was crying. Lifting her hands from her work, Shigé
peered again through the hole in the door. Tomo was running toward the house with both hands
pressed to his head and his voice raised in a plaintive wail, pursued by a crowd of roughneck
boys throwing rocks. Shigé hurried outside, gripped by a rising tide of rage. Tomo’s cries doubled
in intensity when he saw his mother, and he clutched at her hands. Shigé glared at the boys, her
son’s hands in her own. They made no move to flee, however, and in fact drew closer. Faced with
the ferocity of Shigé’s gaze, they let the stones fall quietly from their fingers, but one boy,
dressed in Western clothes and the tallest of the group, petulantly raised his voice:“Ma’am,
Tomo’s the one who’s bad! I was giving my dog Shiro some bread and he snatched it on the
sly!”Shigé kept glaring down at the children, but she felt her cheeks redden and her eyeballs
grow hot. She was loath to bow her head before them. At the same time, though, she had no
words with which to excuse Tomo’s actions.Shigé looked down at her pale child, and as she
watched his tears clear new tracks down his grimy, dust-caked cheeks, she felt rage course
through her. Still gazing down at him as he looked tearfully back up at her, she wordlessly
slapped him hard across the face.Tomo squeezed out an even more piercing wail, shrieking as if
he’d been set on fire.The children gathered around Shigé stared blankly up at her,
openmouthed. Shigé pulled her crying, screaming child to her and headed, nearly running, back
into the house. Tomo collapsed just inside the threshold, moaning in a low voice, and stayed
there, unmoving. Hearing her brother, Sué suddenly began crying too. Shigé picked Sué up and
sank down beside her son, her unfocused eyes staring off at some indistinct point in the
distance.She could understand Tomo wanting some bread meant for a dog. His stomach lining
had surely finished absorbing the rice gruel from morning and now he must be suffering horribly
with nothing to distract him. Even so, she lacked the money to buy even one little piece of bread
to soothe her innocent boy’s hunger. It made Shigé’s heart hurt, and it was this hurt that had
found its outlet in her angry outburst.Cold drops trickled slowly down her cheeks as she sat
there, immobile.That evening, like always, Kanenari staggered drunkenly home in a dim, thick
fog. He reached the front door and fell there in a heap. His wife, who had run out to see what the
racket was, looked down at her husband and furrowed her darkened brow. Clucking her tongue,
she tapped his shoulder.Kanenari found himself unable to stir his lower body, and through
sleepy, hooded eyes, he attempted to make out the murky figure before him.“What, am I home
already?”Kanenari slid his hand down his face and expelled a breath ripe with alcohol. Instead of
replying, Shigé just took his hand and dragged him into the house. She reached into his money
purse to see what was left. When she withdrew her hand, she found a mere thirty-five sen, all



that remained of a day’s wage of a yen and eighty sen. She stared fixedly at it, and then looked
over and found herself returning her husband’s drunken gaze. All her anger and contempt bore
down on him as he lay across the threshold like a rotting salmon still dressed in blue work
clothes, and all at once, she threw the money in his face.“What’s wrong with you, don’t you
understand about family?”Hit by this unexpected hailstorm, Kanenari leaped to his feet.“You
idiot, now you’ve done it!”His dull yet agitated eyes fixed on his wife. Confronted with these sore,
reddened eyes, Shigé blinked and looked away. She braced herself for the descent of the balled-
up fist raised even now above her head. But Kanenari let it fall, powerless, to his side. Folding his
hands together beneath his head, he lay heavily back down where he’d been. From there he
glared pointedly up at the swelling outline of his wife’s belly.Shigé gathered up the scattered
copper and silver coins and walked dispiritedly back to her worktable to resume assembling
envelopes.For a little while, silence reigned. The only sounds to be heard in the six-mat room
were those of her five children breathing steadily from where they lay sprawled, sleeping in a
heap.Her husband returning drunk from work every day made Shigé truly wretched. Each day’s
wage was sucked up in alcohol, leaving too little money to provide even three meals for her
children. He’s a father of five, how could he be so thoughtless? The image of Tomo being
chased by rock-throwing children earlier that day sprang to mind with sudden clarity. Not only
that, but yet another life was struggling for existence within her body. What on earth did that man
think he was doing, putting his family through all this?—As the room filled with the alcoholic
fumes Kanenari emitted as he slept, Shigé’s throat worked with inexpressible resentment. She
thrust aside her worktable and walked back over to her husband. Her two hands were already
seizing him by the front of his shirt and shaking him. Kanenari brushed her bothersome hands
away and headed toward the other room. Shigé doggedly pursued him and took hold of his
collar again.“You really don’t understand what makes me go out drinking every night, do
you?”No sooner had Shigé caught sight of Kanenari’s hand fanning out before her than it fell to
strike her on the back. Her eyes filled with tears, but the rage-filled gaze she fixed on her
husband never wavered. Seeing his wife look at him this way, Kanenari kept striking her with the
flat of his hand again and again. When he finally released her, she collapsed where she stood,
flimsy as a rice cracker.Casting a sidelong glance at his wife as she lay there unresisting, her
shoulders heaving like waves, Kanenari went into the kitchen. His hand sought the earthenware
saké bottle and brought it to his ear. Hearing the bottom of the bottle laugh mockingly at him,
Kanenari moved his head up to meet the bottle’s mouth with his.From the next day forth,
Kanenari stopped going to the lumber mill. When Shigé found out that this was because he got
in a fight with the foreman and hit him on the head, she decided to pay a visit to the foreman’s
house with an elegant box of sweets. Of course, to buy the sweets, she had to pawn the obi
she’d kept since marriage, her shabby trousseau.She couldn’t accept her husband’s behavior. It
was clear what would happen to his household as a result of his actions, and yet he heedlessly
went and did them anyway—Shigé muttered her complaints bitterly to herself.The foreman was
not at home. In his place emerged a woman with a densely freckled face and a manner of



recently assumed refinement. Weren’t you just a barmaid? Shigé thought.This woman, the
foreman’s wife, slid the glass door of her house open a few inches and ran her eyes from the top
of Shigé’s head to the tips of her toes in an unpleasantly exaggerated display of caution. Shigé
ordered her malnourished, obstinate muscles to manufacture an expression of solicitous
warmth. The quivering edges of her mouth as she tried to force an exaggerated smile made her
look as if she were about to cry.Shigé presented her box of sweets to the foreman’s wife and
began to stammer out her plea. Apologizing for her husband’s wrongdoing, pointing out the
extreme poverty of their household, she beseeched the foreman’s wife that he be allowed to
return to work. The foreman’s wife knit her brow and, after weighing the thickness and heft of the
sweets in her hand, promised to speak to her husband when he returned. Shigé performed three
polite bows before her freckled interlocutor and left the premises.Returning home, Shigé found
Kanenari absent and all five children noisily crying. The police had just picked up him up.
Suddenly faced with the fact that her actions had been so much wasted effort, Shigé sank down
in the doorway and sat there in a daze.All this time she’d carefully hoarded that sash like hidden
treasure, and she wished more than anything now to be able to take back the sweets she’d
traded it for in vain. The empty stomach she’d been enduring suddenly grew unbearable.Even if
life with Kanenari meant that every day’s earnings were converted immediately into saké, it still
had meaning for her. Now that he’d disappeared completely, it felt as if the center had been
plucked from her very existence. Shigé recovered her senses a bit and looked around her, but
her house was like so much collapsing tofu, and it was impossible for her to see how or starting
from where she could begin setting things right.After a while, Shigé paid another visit to the
foreman’s house. She intended to plead with him to use his power to lighten the sentence
against her husband, or at least hasten his release by even just one day. But this time, no one
bothered to greet her or even notice that she was there. They’d probably already polished off the
obi’s worth of sweets she’d delivered earlier.Shigé returned home, grinding her teeth angrily at
the shameful treatment she’d received in return for her gift. As she stared down at the prints her
feet were leaving in the dark soil, she reflected that it was a wonder she hadn’t lost her mind. Her
husband, for his part, simply drank his troubles away and thereby managed to remain the
happier of the two.—Shigé was brought up short as she realized that she didn’t have any idea
how she was going to make ends meet. It now fell to her to provide food and shelter for six
hungry mouths. Putting together envelopes for piecework simply wasn’t going to be enough.She
sent her oldest children to a go-between so they could be farmed out as nursemaids and
apprentices. She tried to put the younger ones up for adoption, but no one was willing to
squeeze someone else’s child into their lives. Clutching her three remaining children to her, she
decided to go out to the excavation site where a new, seven-meter-wide road leading out of town
was being dug.Shigé mixed herself in with the other women as they labored strenuously all day
in their red underskirts. Working this way, she was able to make a living, but she also hoped that
all the hard work would help her miscarry the baby growing in her belly. She couldn’t imagine
that the addition of yet one more life to her household would do anything but complicate an



already tragic situation.It was a balmy autumn day. The sky was clear as polished glass and
suffused with sunlight. The wind had died and the landscape around her stood still as a picture
painted on a wall.Men pounded the red earth with picks and hammers, stripped down to just a
thin shirt or no shirt at all. The finely honed edges of their tools sharpened the autumn air as they
arced above the men’s powerful muscles. The simple melodies of their work songs allowed their
souls to be gripped by the sacred spirit in their labor.As she shoveled red earth excavated from
the hill into a trolley cart and pushed it over to the road, Shigé’s lower abdomen started
contracting, and it became harder and harder to remain upright. Eventually, she buckled at the
waist and fell onto the soft red dirt. She felt movements in her belly as if the baby were kicking
the walls of her uterus, and her lower abdomen felt squeezed by a nearly unbearable pressure.
Shigé tried again and again to sit up, gnawing her lips in agony as she pressed her hands hard
against her stomach.“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”A leg clad in speckled trousers and yellow
gaiters nudged Shigé’s shoulder. It was the foreman.“Noth—nothing. It’s just, my stomach hurts
a little. . . .”“Don’t joke around with me. I’ve got no use for laziness.”The foreman still had his foot
on Shigé’s shoulder, and he used it to shake her roughly. She had no choice but to haul herself
to her feet, but she was too weak even to put one foot in front of the other. Her field of vision
darkened and she sat back down on the mound of dirt piled up behind her. The foreman’s foot
caught her hard in the butt.“Get going! The sun’s still high in the sky and already you’re
complaining!”Lifted up and thrown like a rabbit, Shigé’s body landed near the empty cart. She
pulled herself up, and slowly, she began to push the cart forward while leaning on it for
support.Severe pressure in her abdomen caused her whole body to shudder. She had been
enduring this pain for days now. She closed her eyes and pushed the cart.The cart started to roll
down a hill, but Shigé, her body still supported by the cart, had fallen asleep. The cart’s speed
increased dramatically as it approached a bend in the path, and once it got there, since no one
was steering, it tilted to the left, and Shigé’s body slid into empty space like a falling leaf. Tracing
a parabola as she flew, Shigé landed in a field at the bottom of a cliff.The cart continued to run
off track until it stopped at the top of the embankment. The red earth that filled it unloaded into
the field below and there it sat, uncaring, its huge mouth gaping dementedly, making no move to
retrieve its load.After a little while, the other workers noticed the cart sitting there and
investigated, thus finding out about Shigé’s fall.Eventually, Shigé was rescued and laid out on
the withered grass that covered one of the surrounding plateaus. She recovered her senses after
a bit and opened her eyes, the bright autumn sun penetrating her pupils as it bore down on her.
She seemed to have been knocked hard on the back of the head and the butt, and as the
tingling in her body dispersed like mist, she cried out in pain. Planting her right hand in the dirt,
Shigé struggled to get up, but no matter what she did, her muscles steadfastly refused to
respond. She closed her eyes and felt her consciousness fade again.“Hey! Get up! Can’t you get
up?”A shoe prodded her shoulder.Shigé slowly pulled her upper and lower lids apart.“Get up
and go home if you’re gonna sleep.”So saying, the foreman blew a cloud of tobacco smoke into
the sky. Through it, Shigé could see shadows deepening in the autumnal folds of the far



mountain range.Shigé rose and, moaning, started to walk. She cut a figure that looked as though
it could be toppled by the slightest of breezes.The fetus in her stomach began to jump as she
crawled into bed. Churning inside as if being wrung from her body, the movements of the child
clambering madly toward the surface kept Shigé moaning throughout the night.And then, as the
soft white fingers of dawn reached in through the window, Shigé’s period flowed once more after
five months’ pause.The little fleshy mass that had blossomed in this red tide, now delicately
shrunken, threw its fate a sidelong glance. The world was burdened with the seed of one less
tragedy. Birthday and burial . . . a curtain rises, a curtain falls.A red song has begun—the sun’s
song. It’s red.It’s red . . .. . . red . . .. . . red . . .. . .. . .Translated by Brian Bergstrom(3) The
MotherWAKASUGI TORIKOTranslated from Criticism (November 1931)Precocious Wakasugi
Toriko (1892–1937) began participating in literary groups at the age of twelve, when she was
training to be a geisha at the house where she was adopted shortly after being born to the
mistress of a wealthy merchant. She disliked the business and, at the age of sixteen, took off for
Tokyo, where she worked as a maid before managing to get a position as a reporter. She
married Itakura Katsutada (1887–1973), a fellow journalist, later an instructor of English and a
translator.12 The illegitimate son of an aristocrat, Itakura was able to provide her with a
comfortable living. Both this story and “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” [1] feature characters who
hope against the odds that their hard work will pay off. It’s interesting to observe the ideology of
hard work and dedication challenged in the fiction of writers who had in fact secured the
possibility of a comfortable life.In 1925 Wakasugi published her first proletarian work in Literary
Front, “Blazing Sun,” a story addressing workplace injustice. She would go on to join the Writers
League, become active in MOPR (International Red Aid), the relief organization for detainees
and their families, and edit Working Women with Miyamoto Yuriko [36, 40] and Sata Ineko [8, 15,
21]. Arrested in 1933 for attending Kobayashi Takiji’s wake (see fig. 2),13 her chronic health
problems were aggravated, leading to death in 1937.Wakasugi was pained by the gap between
her comfortable circumstances and the world she had experienced in childhood, a gap that was
clarified through her political commitment. Was she qualified to call herself a proletarian writer?
she wondered to the impoverished Matsuda Tokiko [34]. Yet it was precisely those
circumstances that allowed her to host study sessions for the “first-year” women in the Writers
League. Matsuda vividly recalls the thrill of discussing proletarian works produced by their
seniors in the supportive environment created by Wakasugi.14 Part of this thrill surely came from
the opportunity to grasp gender and class oppression together. For Wakasugi, “proletarian
literary theories were directly useful for acquiring a gendered viewpoint.”15“The Mother” not only
shows awareness of social injustice but portrays women coming together to act on that
awareness. That Mioko becomes an organizer in Kameido (part of the Nankatsu industrial area
of Tokyo densely populated with female textile workers; see [3], [8], and [10]) is testimony to
Wakasugi’s own commitment. NF and HBSAfter Mioko was fired, a stranger started coming by
the mother’s house. It might be early morning or late at night, but he made no effort to call out a
“Hello” or a “Pardon me.” He would wait lifelessly in the entryway for someone to appear at the



door.“Is Miss Mio here?”That’s all he would say. High forehead, jet-black eyes, and slumped
shoulders—the young man made an unforgettable first impression.Sometimes Mioko would go
outside and they’d talk for a couple of minutes, and other times they’d leave together and she
wouldn’t return for a while.“So . . . where does that fella come from?” the mother asked with an air
of nonchalance.“We used to work for the same company.” Mioko, too, responded casually.But he
didn’t seem like a company man—thought the mother. He seemed like a student or a worker. Yet
for all that, he did dress neatly in a suit and tie.The mother had her reasons to dislike him. When
he came around, she felt like he was slowly but surely taking her daughter away from her.“Don’t
you think it’s best not to get too close to that fellow?”When the mother said such things, Mioko
would shoot a stern look in her direction.The mother was heartily ashamed that her daughter
had been fired from the company and hid the fact, even from Mioko’s older brother. But then, the
newspapers ran headlines like “Devil Hand of the All-Japan Council of Labor Unions Reaches
Out” and “Red Office Girls.”16 The stories explained in great detail how the organizational
committee of the branch of the employees’ union the women were trying to organize was
discovered. And that is how everyone, including her brother, learned all about her being
fired.Mioko’s brother, who had been a woodblock printer for a long time and now worked in the
Printing Bureau of the Ministry of Finance, was in a foul mood that night.—My own job is shaky
enough, what with my tuberculosis, but what if I lose it because of my little sister?! How would
we eat?He became uncontrollably angry, as if she had done something terribly selfish.That
evening the three were sitting sour-faced around the dinner table when the lattice gate opened
softly.“Sounds like someone’s here again.”Mioko’s brother pricked up his ears. He put down his
chopsticks.“Is that so—?”The mother gave Mioko a furtive look.Mioko wiped her mouth with her
apron, got to her feet in a hurry, and left the room. The mother strained her ears and heard what
sounded like Mioko slipping on her clogs and going outside. She returned after about ten
minutes.“Wouldn’t happen to be that Yamazaki, would it?”The mother had remembered the
young man’s name from the first time he visited.“Uh-huh . . .” Mioko nodded without looking
up.“Who the heck is Yamazaki?” Her brother bared his animosity. “That, that guy . . . I suppose
he’s the one you call your leader, huh.” He said it with a deliberate sneer.Mioko acted irritated but
didn’t say anything.Her brother had been selected from among the woodblock printers at the
printing factory because of his skillful technique, and now he worked as an engraver in the
Printing Bureau. As a result, he carried on like he was a master craftsman and Mioko couldn’t
stand it. He was a laborer, but because he drew a monthly salary, he didn’t give a thought to
even basic questions such as how young workers could improve their lives. Instead, he
devoured articles in the bourgeois newspapers about leftist movements and, mindlessly
accepting what they said, spouted off about this and that.“I don’t know what kind of man this
Yamazaki is, but what in the world does he think he’s going to accomplish by organizing riffraff
like you office girls and department store clerks. . . .”He was at it again tonight.Mioko thought it
best to remain silent when her brother spoke of Yamazaki, but when the talk touched on the
union, she couldn’t hold back any longer.“Brother, why are you talking nonsense?—We have a



real workplace, you know.”Mioko was angered by her brother’s condescension and ignorance.
“And just what d’you think you’re doing, you—of all people? You work in a large factory, but
you’re all by yourself, at their beck and call, putting up with that long apprenticeship, drawing a
measly monthly salary, carving karakusa day in and day out. . . .” By “karakusa,” Mioko meant the
arabesque design on the bills.“There’s only one way to improve our lives—we’ve got to join the
most actively confrontational union, the one without corrupt leaders, and band together to
fight. . . .”“Who’d you learn that from? What a lot of nerve!” The minute trembling of his fingers
showed his anger.“Where we are, we’ve got the All-Japan Council of Labor General Employee
Union. You’ve got the Publishing Workers’ Union. As long as a workplace has people ready to
protest, whether it’s a department store or whatever, the union’s ready to send out organizers
right away.” Color rising in her cheeks, Mioko could have gone on forever.Beneath a lampshade
barely grazing his forehead, her brother’s temples were pulsing and he looked like he might
cry.“Mioko—” he began, as he always did when he felt unable to contain his conflicted feelings. “I
start doing what you’re doing, and just watch me get fired. And then who’s going to take care of
this family?”The mother felt anxious watching the siblings feud.Wondering when her daughter
became the sort of young woman who would say such things, she looked at Mioko’s still childlike
shoulders and, to her surprise, found that she understood what her daughter was saying. But
she also felt unbearable sorrow for big brother, working away in spite of his sickly body.The next
morning, the mother woke up and found Mioko’s bed empty. The hours passed, but she didn’t
come home.My daughter’s gone—the instant the mother realized as much, the image of that
young man Yamazaki flashed before her eyes. But she didn’t have the slightest idea where he
might live.Over a month passed.Some days it poured rain, and then the next day the hot
summer sun would appear. Here and there, talk would be of floods or landslides, but no news
came about Mioko. The mother couldn’t forget about her for even one moment, and every day
the mother’s emotions raged like the tempestuous weather.Then one day a letter arrived from a
stranger—Ikeda Masa. The mother opened the envelope with shaking hands.I hasten to inform
you that Miss Mioko was arrested due to her connection with Mr. Yamazaki. Her whereabouts
were unknown until yesterday, when it was finally ascertained that she is being held at Y police
station. Please proceed as quickly as possible to Y police station to negotiate her release. In our
experience, it is best if a family member goes. In haste.The mother’s head was muddled with
shock and joy. She quickly made her preparations and left. Once she got off the streetcar, she
rushed through the gates of the police station, but was turned away on the grounds that the
person in charge was not present. After that, she went every day. She bowed her head hundreds
of times before the Special Higher Police.Then one evening, she finally obtained the release of
her daughter.“Mioko—” She looked at her daughter’s face, pale and translucent like wax, and
she was overcome with emotion.It was now the season for a warm, lined kimono, but Mioko was
still wearing the splash-patterned summer kimono she had on when she left the house. The
mother pulled a jacket out of the bundle she brought and helped her put it on.Mioko grabbed
hold of her mother’s shoulder to steady herself and descended the stairs of the police station.



Once outside, the mother wept with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.“Mother—why are you
crying?”Mioko looked sharply at her mother out of the corner of her eyes. “It’s a disgrace, the
way you’re carrying on—there’s no reason for it. I haven’t done anything wrong to make you bow
your head before the police.”These were the first words that Mioko spoke to her mother after two
months.My daughter’s changed—the mother thought. But she could understand how Mioko
felt.Mioko’s brother had been bedridden ever since he vomited blood at work. Seeing his sister
for the first time in a long while, his cheeks flushed quickly, but he didn’t say anything.Then one
day, he spoke to her with a frankness that was uncharacteristic. “What was the name of that
fellow? That’s it, Yamazaki, right? What’s he up to? He never comes to visit anymore.”“He’s been
taken in.”“Oh—”“By now, he’s probably been sent to Ichigaya.”“That fellow is a real man after all!
Look at me. I get sick and I get the sack. No matter how much I struggled, it didn’t amount to
anything. I guess I’m supposed to just lie here and wait ’til I die.”She could see his long legs
stretched out toward the wall, sticking out from under the quilt. They were pitifully bony.One day,
after she had been back half a month, Mioko left the house saying “I’ll be back in a bit—” and
then didn’t come back. By night, she still hadn’t returned.Because of what had happened before,
the mother held back the tears and tried to think of what to do.Maybe she left a note—the
mother searched Mioko’s belongings.There was nothing. Well, just one thing: a letter stuck in a
notebook. It was a yellow, sealed letter.On the front was the following: No. XX, XXchō, Ichigaya,
c/o Ikeda, Miss Aoki Mio. On the back, Yamazaki Jirō.—Aha! She read the letter intently. Small
brush strokes filled the page. The calligraphy was so fine that it was difficult, and she had to skip
through it.“I hear you’re changing workplaces, but unless there are circumstances beyond your
control, it’s best not to change too frequently. And, get to know the others as much as possible,
make lots of good friends, and meanwhile, gradually extricate yourself from your current
environment.—Don’t give your brother a hard time. He’s a sick man, after all. Finally, if you think it
is all right, please give my best to your kind mother.”She read the letter with her eyes full of tears.
—That man who was dark as a bat on the outside had such gentle, loving emotion in him?At the
end, there were requests for several books and clean laundry. Even the mother had a good idea
where Yamazaki was.There was no sign of Mioko after that.Then one day at the local bathhouse,
a neighbor lady called out to the mother. “My daughter says she ran into your Mio-chan about
four or five days ago.”“What? Where did she run into Mioko—?”“Out in front of Kameido.”“I
wonder if it wasn’t someone else. . . .”“No, my daughter went to school with Mio-chan for six
years, you know.”“Well, how did my daughter look?“She had her hair back in a traditional style,
she carried a lunchbox, and she was walking along with female factory workers. . . .”“Did she
seem well?”“Hmm . . . well, when my daughter called out ‘Mio-chan!’ she abruptly hurried
away.”The news she had long awaited was disappointing. But above all she hoped that Mioko
was well.For two or three years her son had been inclined to miss work because of illness. But
even when he was home he worked, saying his skills would deteriorate if he didn’t. The delicate
lines, finer than hair, that filled both sides of a bill—they crossed one another with dizzying
elaborateness. The mother felt cold shivers run down her back. She could see before her very



eyes her son’s life being worn down, little by little, inside the exceedingly complex lines.“Mother—
I’ve been a burden to you for a long time, haven’t I?” He sat up in the futon and looked at his
arms and legs.“If I die, what will become of you?”“What will become of me? Well, I’ll be in big
trouble if you don’t get better, won’t I?”“Whatever you do, you must find Mioko. Look, you might
be able to find out where she is if you contact the woman who told you she was in police
custody. You still have the letter she sent, don’t you?”“It says Ichigaya, Tomihisachō, No. XXX.
Ikeda Masa—that’s what it says.”The next morning, the mother reached in to replace the hot
water bottle, and when she touched the sick man’s leg, it was deathly cold. She tried to rouse
him, but he gave no response.Unbeknownst to her, her son had breathed his last while turned to
the wall.He had always been an eccentric and solitary man, so no one came to offer
condolences. Then again, there was no way to let anyone know.What if I get fired? Who’ll take
care of us?—Her son used to lash out at his mother and sister with these words. But he died
without having lived a single day of youth—this was what made the mother feel most bitter.After
taking care of a sick man for so long, now, for the first time, she felt released from the
unproductive life of kitchen work and child rearing.Tomihisa in Ichigaya was a ramshackle
neighborhood of tiny old houses. She asked people where the Ikeda house was, but no one
knew. After walking in circles for an hour, she discovered the house at the end of a crooked,
narrow dead end.“Is this the Ikeda house?”She entered through the lattice door and looked
inside. It sure doesn’t seem like a normal house—she thought.The space was cluttered with
books and tables and chairs. There weren’t any medical supplies like you’d expect for a doctor,
and it was too messy to be a magazine company. Hmm . . . maybe she’s a night school teacher—
wondered the mother as she stood there uneasily.A woman with dark glasses appeared and
said, “May I ask whose family member you are?”“I’d like to speak with Miss Ikeda Masa—I am
the mother of Aoki Mio.”“Miss Ikeda—”The woman with the glasses called out to the back, and
then, “Miss Ikeda is presently doing laundry. Please come in and wait.”There was the sound of
water running in the kitchen.She sat down on a chair that had its frame exposed and took a look
around.A small and a medium-sized room had been combined by removing the sliding doors
between them and in the middle two giant tables squared off. Seated at one was the woman with
glasses from before, and her pen continued to move without her casting a single sidelong
glance.In front of where she was sitting, books were lined up like the storeroom of a used
bookstore. There were books with Western writing, difficult-looking titles, and what appeared to
be literary works.But it was something else that gave the mother an odd feeling. In the corner of
the room was a very tall shelf, full of kimonos and hats like a pawn shop.What kind of place is
this?—she kept asking herself.“I am Ikeda.”Masako appeared before her, in Korean-style dress.
She was a young woman with big round eyes.After a lengthy greeting to Masako, the mother
said, “I’ve had some word that Mioko is in Kameido, but I wonder if that’s true. . . .”“Miss Mioko?
She is carrying on very bravely.”Masako’s large, childlike eyes twinkled. “Yes, she was in
Nankatsu until recently.—But now she’s been moved to a new place.”“Then you’ve been getting
news from her the whole time?”“Yes, we’re very busy with our work here, so there isn’t proper



time to meet, but we do keep up with messages.”“—Your work? What is it?”“We do work for an
aid committee!”The mother had heard her daughter talk about the aid committee.—We are part
of the aid movement working to support proletarian liberation activists who’ve been victimized,
as well as their families. Despite the threats of white terror, we persist in hanging our sign
publicly to offer aid to those victimized. Like a beacon in the dark sea. . . .Now that she knew
what the space was, the mother took another look around the room.“Those books, they’ve all
come from prison, haven’t they?”“Yes, they’ve made the rounds at Ichigaya and Toyotama.”“And
this, what is this?” She pointed to a card on the table as though it were a rare object.“This? This
is a card listing the victim’s name, care package contents, and other information.”There’s gotta
be a card for Yamazaki Jirō in here!—she thought.Strangely enough, ever since her own son had
died, she had begun to think of Yamazaki.“And that—what’s that?”Now she was standing in front
of the shelves that had previously given her great misgiving.There were five shelves. Hats and
clothes had been paired for individual recipients. A fedora with Western clothes, a cabbie cap
with a splash-patterned navy kimono, overalls with a cabbie cap, student uniforms with their
stand-up collars, kimonos woven with stripes, and even spring jackets.Students, workers, small-
time merchants—here was the miscellaneous clothing these men had worn.She rubbed her
wrinkled hands and looked around. She felt the lingering warmth from the hot blood of everyone
who had been wrapped in these clothes until the moment of their arrest.Spring, summer, fall,
winter—white summer clothing, padded kimonos, overcoats, and hats vividly told the story of
the season of the arrest.“No one has come to claim these?” she asked, her voice catching.“Yes,
that’s right. There are many people who are alone, with no parents or siblings, who never receive
a care package, not even once. There are also lots of people from fine families who cut their ties
when they enter the movement.”—They’re all sons and daughters of the same blood! Unable to
bear the excitement, she covered her face with her rough, large, bony hands.Before long, she
moved in with Masako. She followed Masako everywhere, and strangers would have thought
she was Masako’s real mother. Sometimes she even went to the police station instead of
Masako.“Hey you—you’re from the aid committee, right?”“No, I’m XX’s mother.”“Ya want me to
throw ya in with ’em?!”No matter how much they threatened her, she was undeterred. She went
out every day with relief supplies. And whenever she did, she would accomplish her
goal.“They’re no match for you, Auntie!”Praised by Masako, she responded with an air of pride in
her experience, “That’s right, we can’t stop ’til we keel over—”Her face was bright and cheerful.
Wherever it was laundry day, she was the first to head out for that district.Translated by Heather
Bowen-Struyk(4) A Statement of My Views in Response to Mr. Masamune Hakuchō
(excerpt)AONO SUEKICHITranslated from Central Review (November 1926)Aono Suekichi
(1890–1961) was born on Sado Island, Niigata Prefecture, to a landowning family whose
fortunes declined soon after his birth.17 Although the autobiographical sketch translated here
describes his childhood loneliness, ill-fated employment as a rural schoolteacher, and urban
alienation as a university student, readers should also know what it leaves out: that he was a
member of the first Communist Party (1922–1924), and that, after its dissolution, he went to



Shanghai (1924) as part of the reconstruction effort.18 In contrast to Kobayashi Takiji, Aono,
despite the key role his early writings played in Communist Party–led organizations (see “Natural
Growth and Purposeful Consciousness” [9]), moved away from the party although not from
socialism. He was not subjected to arrest until the crackdown on the Popular Front (1938–1939),
whereupon his writing was severely restricted. After the war, he committed himself to writing and
teaching as well as a range of activities including reviving the Japan PEN (poets, playwrights,
editors, essayists, novelists) Club and opposing the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo).19The
following selection, published between the two “purposeful consciousness” essays included in
chapter 2, comes from Aono’s answers to a series of “puzzlements” professed by writer and
critic Masamune Hakuchō (1879–1962) over his claims for proletarian literature.20 Why bother
to drag literature into the struggle for social transformation, questions Masamune. If you’re
indignant about the capitalist exploitation of workers, why not tackle the problem directly instead
of taking the “easy” detour of literature? In response, Aono walks his mentor through the basics
of the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure to clarify the role of
culture in class struggle. In the excerpt below, however, he turns to his own biography to explain
his commitment to the movement. NF[. . .] I lost both parents before I could form any memory of
them. My earliest recollection is of an old-fashioned, middle-class household in decline, of many
older brothers and sisters racked with anxiety about their futures, and of the abject poverty of the
family of my wet nurse, whose bed had provided the only warmth I had ever known. It was not
long before my nurse, afflicted with an incurable disease, hanged herself, and my only and
beloved younger sister, upon finishing elementary school, crossed the seas and left my world. In
boyhood there was nothing cheering for my eyes to fall on. Halfway through middle school, I
became captivated by socialist thought and Naturalist literature. The socialism was abandoned
within a year or two. But Naturalist literature penetrated me with the terrifying strength of an
intoxicating drug. What I was shown was the ugliness that dominated reality in the wide world. I
was shown the nature of the lives of lonely human beings. It was not my family alone that lived in
cold darkness. Upon graduating from middle school, I resolved to make my way as a country
schoolteacher, and with some hope in my heart, I took a position in a remote school in Echigo.
What did I see there? The poverty of the villagers and the fateful misery of their children. Alcohol
became my companion, and I embarked on a path of dissolution. Naturalist literature, tightening
its grip, turned my heart toward nihilism. Twice I resolved to die. Each time, friends came to my
aid. A brother-in-law, trying to effect at least a change of mood, made it possible for me to enroll
in Waseda University. There again I chose literature. But it was not in order to study literature.
There was no break in my life as a dissolute, but that was not because I was finding pleasure in
that life or in alcohol. So I continued until I finished school, whereupon I worked for one or two
newspapers. For a time I worked frantically, like a machine. What did I see then? How this
suffocating, tiny society was rigged.Gradually, during this time, the illusions produced by
literature began to dissipate. I also consciously drove them away. What came to my aid here was
the study of society’s economic system and socialist theory. For the first time, my heart began to



know calm. The illusions induced by literature vanished without a trace. My gaze was fixed on
social systems. Still, the force of habit being a frightening thing, I was not yet able to rid myself
completely of novels. Nor did the nihilism disappear. Battling myself, I made a modest effort to
engage in social activism.—For someone like me, there was neither the opportunity to develop
nor the psychological leisure to find release in the “poetry that is surely the possession of all men
and women in their youth since the beginnings of humanity.”21 Not that I was in any way born an
unusual child.I abandoned literature for quite some time. What made me take it up again, after
my understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real
nature of the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than
most people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it. Taking up literature after a long hiatus, I decided to dedicate a part of my
humble powers to that struggle.—I wrote once that the history of my inner life during the first half
of my existence was a history of struggle against nihilism. The seeds were first planted by the art
of the late [Kunikida] Doppo [1871–1908], which I clung to in my early youth. It was none other
than the art of Mr. Masamune himself that brought these seeds to fruition. How I struggled
against—and deepened—my sense of nihilism as I gazed on society and existence through the
deep emotion produced by reading Mr. Masamune’s works in mid and late youth. When, after
that long separation, I took up literature again, it was with the goal of hastening the demise of the
literature of the bourgeoisie, including Mr. Masamune’s, and of intensifying the struggle by
cultivating the literature of the newly rising class. That I am now exchanging words with Mr.
Masamune in this fashion, turning my spear against my old mentor in the struggle with a
tenacious past, naturally fills me with inexpressible emotion.If I were to spout some absurdity to
the effect that the arts movement is the sole endeavor to be undertaken by those seeking to
transform society, then comrades, and all of you who suffer in society today, do not hesitate to
stone me. If I were to discourse on the arts and consider my work done, then comrades, and all
of you who suffer in the world today, be the first to turn your whips on me. Mr. Masamune asks,
“Can you not find it in yourself to seek elsewhere than in literature for an endeavor worthy of
being a man’s lifework?” Fortunately, I am unable to embrace a thought so redolent of
individualistic heroism. All I seek is to be a foot soldier in the great class endeavor of the
proletariat, to select a site where I can be most effective, and to succumb there. The site of labor
may change according to advances in actuality. What is important is not the site. It is how one
exerts oneself at that site. What good does it do to be lazy at the so-called front line?Mr.
Masamune [. . .] seems to think that I am attached to the idea of making a name for myself within
the literary establishment and that I hunger after publicity. [. . .]If I had regrets about fame and
hungered for publicity, why would I torment myself and go against the times, choosing a struggle
with scant prospect of victory within the current system? Fame and publicity lie strewn like
boulders in work that accommodates present-day reality. For my work, the rewards are always
scarce. Were I to fall ill, I would lack the means for securing the most basic staples of rice and



salt, let alone medicine. I have been unable to provide decent medical care for my wife, who has
not looked healthy in fifteen years. Even if I spend several months laboring over a translation, it
may be banned upon publication. What fame, what publicity, is to be found on this path?At
present, to be sure, the proletarian arts movement has seen the light of day. But let reaction
return, and it will sink to incalculable depths and require untold agony to be resurrected. Those
who judge by appearance alone will mockingly announce the death of the proletarian arts. What
honor, what applause can be found there?Even though I vowed to write without invoking shallow
sentiments, I may have lost my equanimity. Nevertheless, what I have recorded here, though
hardly exhaustive, represents the views I have come to hold.To Mr. Masamune who has given
me the occasion to clarify my position to some degree and state my views, I must extend my
gratitude.Translated by Norma Field(5) A Chronology of My Life (excerpt)KOBAYASHI
TAKIJITranslated from A Collection of Proletarian Literature (1931)If a lonely childhood and
youth, followed by early adulthood exposure to grinding rural poverty and then urban cynicism,
led Aono Suekichi to socialist thought, first-hand experience of poverty in a close-knit family led
Kobayashi Takiji to dream of the magical discovery of riches. Takiji grew up in the port city of
Otaru (depicted in Hayashi Fusao’s “Apples” [7]) on Japan’s northernmost island of Hokkaido.
Connected by rail to the mineral and agricultural wealth of Hokkaido, Otaru, despite its
enormous distance from Tokyo, became a commercial center with links to Asia and to Europe. It
was, moreover, a naval port servicing Japanese expansionism.The combination of poverty and
success in elite schooling that led to employment at the Hokkaido Colonial Development Bank
put Takiji in an excellent position to observe the contradictions of capitalist development—the
accumulation of cultural as well as material wealth, on the one hand, and the immiseration of
people transformed into disposable labor, on the other. If study of socialist thought served to
direct Takiji away from seeking individual wealth, it did so in tandem with experience—his own
childhood; the abject circumstances of Taguchi Taki, the lifelong love whom he redeemed from
prostitution; and first-hand observation and eventual participation in worker-farmer
movements.22At age twenty-nine, only two years after this piece was written, Takiji would be
tortured to death at the hands of the Special Higher Police. The sketch he offers of his own
trajectory seems an apt illustration of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff’s dictum “The opposite
of poverty is not wealth—it is justice.”23 NFI was born in 1903 in the countryside of Akita. My
mother says it was August 23 according to the lunar calendar, but the records in the village office
say December 1. The village headman must have been the sort of easygoing guy who could be
a character out of Gogol. My father combined tenant farming with working on a bit of land owned
by his family. My mother was the daughter of a day laborer. They told me that after the harvest
season, they would push trolley carts at neighborhood construction sites. Mother tells me stories
about how they would grip their brakes as they tore around sharp curves at the edge of
precipitous cliffs.When I was about four, my family couldn’t make ends meet anymore, and we
moved to Hokkaido. We started up a mom-and-pop candy store at the edge of town. I lived there
for twenty-odd years. Our family continued to live hand to mouth. On the long walk to school, I



kept thinking about discovering a mine and letting my mother ride in rickshaws.1The Personal Is
the PoliticalINTRODUCTIONWhen is your personal problem not just your personal problem? In
1969 American feminist Carol Hanisch (1942–) insisted that the problems women were
experiencing as largely personal problems, including gender inequality in the home and
workplace, could be mapped neatly onto social structures of power with this simple question:
“Who benefits from this problem?”1 In her essay “The Personal Is the Political,” she was
responding to criticism that the emphasis of US second-wave feminism on raising
consciousness was more concerned with the psychological (i.e., bourgeois therapy) and less
concerned with the political (i.e., collective action). Responding that women are “messed over,
not messed up!” Hanisch insisted that raising collective consciousness was not about
individuals curing themselves but rather collectively realizing what objective conditions needed
to be changed to combat their oppression.The stories throughout this anthology ask us to think
about how personal tragedies happen because capitalism not only does not care to prevent
them but benefits in various, often invisible ways, such as assuring a docile labor supply by
inducing psychic and material precariousness. Injuries received on the job, sexual harassment,
ethnic discrimination, miscarriages, malnourished children, and many other indignities of
poverty show us how even problems experienced as deeply personal—such as a child’s loss of
her father in “Hell” [16]—form a pattern of oppression that becomes apparent when we ask,
“Who benefits from this problem?” The phrase “the personal is the political” seems to come
straight from the proletarian movement, as the men and women of the movement addressed the
problems of class, colonial, and gender inequality through deeply personal narratives of
injustice. That the title in fact comes from US second-wave feminism and, moreover, that the
slogan continues to resonate is useful because it reminds readers that collective action against
oppression, like the kind seen in the proletarian movement, continues to be relevant.In a dispute
over literary method in chapter 3, Sata Ineko ([15]; see also [8, 21]) shares the problems in her
life—her husband has been arrested, her father has become unhinged, and her brother has
become a “bum”—and states that “we can see in all of these [instances] a reflection of current
social conditions.” The task of proletarian literature according to Sata? “We proletarian writers,
even when dealing with something that happened in a single household or to one individual,
don’t just scratch the surface of an event as if it had occurred in isolation. Rather, we take it upon
ourselves to discern the social necessity of its occurrence and then give it concrete expression.”
How does Sata understand the “social necessity” of her hardships? Her 1932 essay is a rebuttal
of criticism offered by rival proletarian writer Hirabayashi Taiko [14] that proletarian works had
become too “formulaic”; Sata rejects what she sees as a naïve understanding of proletarian
realism as a “method of depicting reality ‘just as it is,’” and instead argues for “a method for
taking a given phenomenon as it is and penetrating its essence in order to reveal the necessity
of its occurrence. There can be no such thing as presenting reality simply ‘as it is.’ That is an
empty expression, referring to what bourgeois realism imagines it has achieved in merely
scratching the surface of reality.”2The three short stories in this section invite us to “penetrate the



essence.” “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” ([1]; see also [5, 11, 22, 29, 30]), by the movement’s best-
known author, Kobayashi Takiji, is a memory of a day spent with a beloved sister told by a now-
grown man to a comrade. Like “Tetsu’s Story” [19] by Nakano Shigeharu, a harrowing boyhood
account of a calligraphy demonstration before the crown prince, the framework of recollection in
Taguchi’s tale makes available the events of the past as part of a system of oppression. Unlike
“Tetsu’s Story,” however, “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” stops short of revealing how this memory
and the fate of his sister might have affected his decision to become “Comrade” Taguchi, leaving
readers to make sense of it themselves. In Wakasugi Toriko’s short story “The Mother” [3], by
contrast, the eponymous protagonist suffers first the loss of her son to illness and then her
daughter to the socialist movement, but the latter helps her to see that her personal tragedies
are part of a greater pattern. Like Maksim Gorky’s (1868–1936) Mother, translated into Japanese
in 1929,3 the loss of a conventional family enables this protagonist to pursue a new, more
socially just formation of a family; but in contrast to Gorky’s work, Wakasugi’s mother is led
toward socialism by a daughter rather than a son.The hardships endured by the female
protagonist of Nakamoto Takako’s “Red” ([2]; see also [10]) are depicted with a power combining
the insights and techniques of both proletarian and New Sensationist writing4 and invites
comparison with Hayama Yoshiki’s “The Prostitute” [6] and Kataoka Teppei’s “The
Linesmen” [12]. Unlike those other stories, however, “Red” articulates what it’s like to inhabit a
proletarian woman’s body—in this case, a perennially pregnant body, abused by a drunken
spouse and then left to care for too many children without a living wage. These characters and
narrators—male and female, young and old, rural and urban—experience hardships that might,
individually, be regarded as bad luck, but together suggest a systematic oppression that begs
us, following Sata, to penetrate their “essence in order to reveal the necessity of [their]
occurrence.”The essays in this chapter are by two male leaders in the movement. The youthful
experience of poverty led Aono Suekichi [4, 9] to embrace nihilism and Kobayashi Takiji to yearn
for riches until they encountered, as Aono puts it, “the study of society’s economic system and
socialist theory.”5 HBS(1) Comrade Taguchi’s SorrowKOBAYASHI TAKIJITranslated from Weekly
Asahi (April 1930)Virtually no women appear in “The Crab Cannery Ship” (1929), the work that
catapulted Kobayashi Takiji (1903–1933; see “A Chronology of My Life” [5]) to fame. The
posthumously published “Life of a Party Member” (1933) made Takiji notorious because its
instrumental treatment of a female character was thought to represent his own as well as
Communist Party attitudes toward women.6 It may therefore come as a surprise that the
challenges facing poor and working girls and women were a staple of Takiji’s fiction. His works
(see [11] and [22]) bring us wives and mothers anxious about the cost of their menfolk’s political
commitments, wives embracing those sacrifices, spunky factory girls taking on organizing
responsibilities and brushing up against the challenges of comradely romance, still other young
women whose political awakening is nipped in the bud by their obligation as caregivers, and, like
the actual love of his life, women forced to sell their bodies.7The torment of “Comrade Taguchi’s”
sister is of a different sort. Like Takiji himself and his older sister, she receives from a benefactor



the chance to make a class leap. The uncomprehending boyhood eyes of Comrade Taguchi
accentuate the anxieties of class “passing” for a young woman endowed with beauty and
intellect. NF(Everybody’s had the experience of whistling without knowing it. You don’t know the
name of the tune.—And then, as you go along, you say, that’s it, it’s that song. When this
happens, it’s always the case that the song is carrying a forgotten piece of the past that’s
mysteriously stuck in a corner of your mind. That’s according to Taguchi. There’re times when
the song and the memory are related—but it can also happen that a certain song mysteriously
brings out a scene that has no connection to it whatsoever.If only till the spring snow
melts . . .8Taguchi says that whenever he hears this song or finds himself whistling it, he
remembers how he used to walk along the tracks on the cape in the early spring cold after the
sun had set, leaning his sleepy body against his sister’s. Come to think of it, it was probably this
song he was singing as he laid out his bedding.I must’ve been about ten years old—Taguchi
began, pulling the ashtray close to his pillow as he lay on his belly.)My big sister was going to a
girls’ higher school. There was no way our family could’ve sent her, but there was a certain
person who put up a little money for this. Even so, no question, life was tough. When fall came
and the grain harvest was supposed to be shipped off, my sister would no sooner get home from
school than she would be off to the “hand-sorting factory” for export green peas. In other words,
she was joining the night shift.These factories were usually on the second floor of seaport
warehouses. Wives who lived from hand to mouth brought their kids along when they came to
work as day laborers.—If you worked the whole day without stopping to piss, you’d make
seventy, eighty sen. But only the pros could make that much. Fifty or sixty was more like it.—If
you worked until eight or nine at night, then you’d get up to one yen. And then, on their way home
from the night shift, some of the women would have to sell themselves in the warehouse
corners, surrounded by those swirling piles of grains.My sister would work from four or so until
nine o’clock and earn forty, fifty sen. There were no girls like her working in that kind of place. But
she never acted like she resented it. She said it wasn’t like she was one of those people who
could afford to just go to school.There was a “volcanic ash company” near the house. If you took
a bucket and went behind the factory, you could pick coke from the slagheap.—In winter this
was a substitute for charcoal. You stick it in a bucket and punch holes all over the sides and
you’ve got yourself a stove. It burns with a purple flame. Needless to say, we didn’t have a
chimney so the whole house got smoky. Father went around with the rims of his eyes all red. Still,
it was better than putting up with the cold.—You have to be there before anybody else has
picked through it, said my sister, who’d get up earlier than the rest of us and set out. When she
got home, her head would be all white from the cinder dust.—I’ve been coke picking, too, led by
her hand.That year, the seas of Otaru were bustling with the first big catch of herring in five years.
—In Hokkaido, people and money pour in or flee depending on whether it’s a good or bad year
for herring. With a rope basket on her back, even a woman could earn two or three yen a day
unloading the herring. If you knew how to dress it, you could make even more. There were never
enough hands. After all, thousands, no tens of thousands of bushels of herring had to be



unloaded and disposed of in the space of two or three days.—But my sister wouldn’t say she’d
go.“You go one day, and you get a whopping two yen! Think of what a help that’d be.” Mother
kept repeating herself.“But . . . I just don’t wanna do it! . . . See . . .” This wasn’t like my sister at
all.“If you just go on Sunday, you’ll make as much as you do in a whole month. . . .”“It’s because
it’s Sunday. . . .” My sister didn’t seem to want to spell it out.“Because it’s Sunday?”“. . .”—Sister
was watching Mother silently.—“You know how the people from town come sightseeing . . .
and . . .” And here she stumbled over her words. “And . . . well, my friends, you know, my friends
from school. . . !”Mother started and looked into her face.“. . . !”It probably shouldn’t have been a
surprise that she hated the thought of being out there with a basket on her back.—My sister, in
spite of everything, did have a bit of vanity. I don’t know if you can call it vanity in the usual sense.
She just never brought home friends from school because our house was on the “wrong side of
the tracks” and it was dirty.—It was the kind of house that rattled with the slightest bit of wind. So
it was propped up with “stakes” in the back. The ceiling had no panels, so you could see the bare
rafters, and the rain poured right in. The area was swampy, and the house was set on low
foundations to begin with. When it rained, the tatami mats felt sticky to your feet. And
underneath, you could hear the plop, plop of the water. The pieces of mud and straw glued into
the wall had turned a dull brown from the rain and snow, and it would crumble wherever you
touched it.In springtime, city folk would come strolling through this forsaken part of town by the
sea. If she spotted any of her school friends among them, my sister would hide in the house and
refuse to go out.—That’s the way she was.If there was a big catch, come Sunday, you could be
sure that students and office-worker types from Otaru would come around for the “herring
spectacle.”—You’d be in your navy-and-white quilted jacket, gaiters on your legs and cowl over
your head, a basket on your back. They’d see you like that. This was something she couldn’t
bear to think of.But in the end, it was decided that she’d go.—Sister stood biting her thin lip. I
followed along after her that day.Jutting out to the shoreline, old Mt. Baldy separated Kumausu
Village from Otaru.If you round the bumpy path under the cliff that looks like it’s about to cave in,
then you come out to where you can see the whole fishing village in the gently curving bay.
Scattered houses follow the mountain wall pressing against their backs all the way to the other
side of the cape. Two tracks run through that narrow space between the sea and the mountain.
The villagers use the railway as their road. So the trains blow their whistles the whole time as
they pass right under the eaves.—No sooner than you think you’ve seen a puff of white smoke at
the turn of the cape on the other side then it’s passing in front of the mountain, slipping in
between the houses, coming at you in a rush. When it’s midway through the village, you
suddenly hear the rumbling. . . .Most of the time, it was just a remote fishing village.—But when
the herring swarmed, the entire stretch of sea became a cloudy white. Seagulls skirted the
surface of the water in rings, crying like babies. The bay thronged with the boats around the “set
nets” and the little boats with the “gill nets.” On the beach were planted lots of long red streamers
and white streamers. They were banners celebrating a big catch.Not only was it a Sunday, but
you could tell early on that it was going to be a fine day, so people crowded in not just from Otaru



but even from Sapporo. Every train that stopped at the Otaru Harbor Construction Station or
Asari Station was packed. City people of the kind you don’t see around here formed a line from
the stations to the beach.—It also happened to be the first day when, after six months of
imprisonment in Hokkaido’s long winter, you could step into a flood of bright outdoor light.My
sister, with a basket on her back, shrouded her face with a hand towel so that no one would
recognize her. I was playing nearby.—The other women working with her could only stare in the
direction of the pretty women coming from town. They chattered about their kimonos and their
hairstyles. But my sister would not look their way.Two boards led to and from the sampans. You
crossed one to unload your basket of herring, and then the other to go back, making a loop as
you repeated the trek. Every time the herring were scooped up, their fresh scales gleamed
silver.A fine-looking couple stood watching the spectacle together with their little boy, dressed in
naval uniform with binoculars slung over his shoulder.—As for me, my eyes were glued to his
Western clothing. I’d never seen anything like it. Not to mention the binoculars—you didn’t see
that kind of thing often. And, without knowing it, I began to draw near him.—The boy saw me
approaching. When our eyes met, he suddenly frowned. And then he must have tugged at his
mother’s hand. She had been watching the basket carriers, but then, as if to say “Hm?”—she
turned her gaze toward me. Feeling as if I’d done something bad, I began to back off.“You get
back here!”I got a sudden poke in the back. My sister was standing there, frowning.—
Obediently, I sat down on the sand near her equipment. I felt lonely but didn’t know why.There
were lots of people standing around there, too.“As if we were some kind of show . . . what do they
think is so interesting about this. . . !”My sister spoke in a low voice.—But she couldn’t lift her
face to look in their direction.There seemed to be a young man and woman standing just behind
where I’d sat down. From the corner of my eye I could see the lavender hem of a kimono,
spotless white tabi, sandals that looked to be two or even three inches high, sharp-creased
trousers and red leather shoes.—A walking stick moved without a moment’s pause. I managed
to steal a glimpse of all this without turning my head.They were talking to each other. “Aren’t they
hardworking, these ladies?”“Why don’t you try putting one of those baskets on your back, just
like them?”“After you.”—And they smiled at each other.Other basket carriers looked in their
direction. As they passed in front, none of the day laborers missed the chance to cast a glance
over my head at the couple.My sister was the only one who didn’t.After a while, the two headed
back. I was still sitting, listening to their footsteps fading away on the sand.—Relieved, I looked
behind for the first time. Then I remembered a motion picture, the only one I’d ever seen. She
looked like the woman in that picture, a beautiful woman like I’d never seen anywhere else.—
When she disappeared around the corner in the distance, I gave up and turned around—and
met my sister’s gaze. She’d been watching, too! I looked at her, my sister, wearing an indigo
jacket stitched in a fish-scale pattern and sandals. She looked like a man.—Suddenly, for some
reason, I didn’t like her so much anymore.I went off to play by myself until noontime. When I
came back, everybody who was unloading the herring was sitting in a bunch, eating rice balls
tossed in sweetened roasted soybean flour. This was the standard lunch for herring days. I got



some from my sister.“Guess what. Some friends from school were there . . . all dressed up. I was
so ashamed I just kept my face down. Thank goodness, they went away without noticing me.”I
sat listening with my mouth stuffed.“Imagine, being seen like this,” she said, shamefacedly
holding up her yellow-coated rice ball.“But it can’t be helped . . .”—And, as usual, she bit her
lower lip.I had a job, too.—A lot of herring fell from the sampans into the sea while they were
being scooped into the baskets. I’d fish for these with a long bamboo pole. That way, I’d catch
twenty or thirty in the course of the day.More people started coming after lunchtime. Women in
their finery would be standing here and there, watching.“That one’s not bad looking.”—This was
from two or three young men who looked like office workers.“You mean she’s a ‘rare country
bloom’?”Another one asked, laughing, “Which one, which one?”“That one over there.”The first
one said, “The one that just came—the third one in line. . . .”I looked casually in that direction.—
The third one was my sister!She must have noticed, too. She reddened and looked down.“Hey,
wait a minute.”One of them said.—“Poor thing. . . .”“Come on, she’s taking it as a
compliment.”Two of them walked ahead.“Just one more time.”The other one stood, waiting for my
sister to pass in front of them on the return trip. With her basket on her back, she was scarlet up
to her ears.As she went by, he said, “She’s a looker, all right,” and ran to catch up with the others.
He’d gone a fair ways when he turned to look back.—When he was out of sight, my sister lifted
her head at last. Her eyes followed in his direction for an instant. I was only a kid, but seeing this
gave me a funny feeling.Slipping the strap of the empty basket from one shoulder, my sister
stepped out of the line. “My legs are so sore, I can’t pick up my feet anymore. I’m going to take a
break for just a second.”The unloading zone was across the train tracks, quite a ways from the
sampans and up a steep incline. The basket carriers, all in a line with their shoulders hunched
over, would heave-ho to try to get a little bounce in their step as they climbed up.—Sister must
have used her sleeve to wipe the sweat off her face, for slivers of herring scale were carved into
her flushed cheeks like bits of silver paper.“Hey tootsie, I’m not gonna put too much in
yours.”When a young woman came up, the fishermen would put two and a half scoops instead of
the normal heaping three and help her up with a pat on the rump of her basket.“Damn lecher!”
said the old wives when they figured out what was going on.The fisherman’s dark ruddy face
broke out in laughter.“Got som’n to complain about, you shriveled bags? Don’t forget you used to
be young, too.”—The lightened load was a help to my sister. Even so, it was hard
going.“Where’re you from, sweetheart? Let’s go and have us a good time when we’re done.”So
the fishermen would joke as they filled her basket. But my sister wasn’t the kind of young woman
who could respond to that sort of thing.“I’ll lay out the bedding and be a-waitin’ for you.” There
were other women her age who were ready with a comeback.That day, I ended up getting into a
fight.—All my buddies who were going after the spilled herring were the children of day laborers.
They’d stand in the cold water, their kimonos rolled up to their bellies, dragging the herring close
to them with the bamboo poles. But it wasn’t them that I fought.It was just about when we were
all done.—A girl in Western clothing came over to us and said something. I turned bright red and
fumbled. It was because I’d never talked to anybody who looked like this.“Are they for free?” That



was what the girl was saying.I couldn’t answer in words, so I just nodded. The girl squatted and
reached out with one finger to touch the herring I was dangling. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.I
made up my mind and said, “Want one? . . .” After I managed to get the words out, I turned bright
red.—The girl looked pleased. I thrust a herring in her direction. She hesitated, looking like she
was about to reach out, but then withdrew her hand.“Dummy! Leave that thing alone!”It must
have been her big brother.—“It’s just garbage they pick up.—Filthy stuff!”He grabbed her by the
elbow and led her away.It got to me, being put in a situation like that. What was I supposed to do
with my hand, stuck out in her direction, holding on to a herring with a rope through its gills? I
suddenly found myself right behind the boy. I don’t know what happened then. Crushed roe
splattered on his cheek and shoulder—and a gill-less herring turned a somersault in my hand.I’d
been swiping at the boy from behind with the herring. I was panting for breath.“Get ’im, get ’im!”
My buddies were cheering me on.—The boy burst out crying and ran off. The girl, dragged by
the hand, was having a hard time running over the rocks—she started crying, too.The girl kept
looking back, as if she were frightened. When I saw her scared face, twisted from crying, I came
to myself with a start.“Now what did you do? . . . Idiot! . . .”My sister gave me a poke on the head
to go with these words. But there was something oddly comforting about her at that moment.
The tension melted, and I felt the tears welling up. . . .I let myself lean against my sister and rub
my eyes against her smelly apron, full of fish scales.Even after work, my sister wouldn’t leave
until it was dark. She said she was ashamed of having her face seen. The train packed with
sightseers chug-chugged up the slight elevation as it rounded the cape. When it was on the
other side, its winding body with brightly lit windows showed itself one more time.—The lights
came on in the boats in the offing. Their reflection cast a long tail on the dark surface of the sea.
The train tracks were mounted on concrete high above the coastline. So you could hear
snatches of conversation from the boats or the splashing water as if it were right nearby. The
waves slapped gently against the bottom of the concrete. The chill night wind of early spring had
stirred up.Tired, my body half resting against my sister’s, we walked the tracks back home. I was
sullen and silent.—In the dark sky over the offing, a seagull let out a cry like a baby’s. It was
desolate.Along the way, we would brush past men from the fishery.“Hey, good lookin’!” they’d call
out as they went by.Each time this happened, my sister would grasp my hand. . . . She was tired,
too. But from time to time, as if she’d only now remembered them, she’d start talking about the
pretty women from town. Good times are going to come our way too, she’d say. We just have to
keep doing our best and work hard.—That’s the way she was always thinking. I guess that’s why
she kept working with a vengeance.Finally, she lapsed into silence.—Then all you could hear
was the sound of our matched footsteps against the railroad ties. But from time to time I’d trip
over a tie and pitch forward. I’d fallen asleep. Each time my sister’s body would drag me
on.When we rounded the cape separating Kumausu Village from Otaru, the cold wind hit us with
full force. But then the lights of Otaru spread out sparkling right beneath us. . . . I felt reassured.—
And happy.“Hey, Sis, look how pretty it is! . . .”The words came out spontaneously.But it seemed
like my sister only lifted her head.—I got the feeling she was crying. . . .(“That’s all there is to it.”—



Taguchi said at the end.—“But it’s strange, you know, how I keep coming back to that one
day.”Taguchi’s lips twisted slightly.“What about ‘If only till the spring snow melts’?” I asked.“Don’t
know.—It was probably already popular back then, and . . . well, somehow . . .”—I hadn’t seen
Taguchi in a long time. He’d spent four months at “the country villa” thanks to the mass arrests of
the April 16 Incident.9 Two-year prison sentence, suspended for five. That was his status when
he got out. He wasn’t in great shape physically, so it was decided he’d stay at my place for a
while.Taguchi’s sister went through a lot to get through the girls’ higher school, and then she
took a position at an elementary school in Furano. She’d send practically all her pay to her family.
That was just like her, Taguchi said. She was the kind of big sister who’d walk ahead of him in a
snowstorm, shielding him from the wind and making a path in the snow all the way to school.—
This was something Taguchi talked about all the time.Thanks to his sister’s monthly payments,
he was able to get through middle school and then enter a special higher school for medicine.
Needless to say, Taguchi isn’t giving any time to his medical studies anymore.—For his sister
who’d known nothing but poverty while she was growing up, becoming a doctor was the most
likely way to “get rich,” and that’s why she’d sent him to that school.Then this poor sister got
involved in a love affair. It ended badly. The guy was said to be the college-educated son of a big
landowner. I’d heard somewhere that she wasn’t quite right in the head after that. It must have
been a year later that she threw herself into that eerie Sorachi River. Her body never came
up.Taguchi and I are good pals. But he never talks about his sister’s death. It’s completely out of
the ordinary for him to tell the kind of story he told today.—I guess there was always something
about his sister that made you feel she was lonely. I don’t know any of the details. And out of
regard for his feelings, I’ve made it a point not to ask.It’s almost spring, time for the herring to
come.—I’ll bet Taguchi’s thinking about his sister.)Translated by Norma Field(2)
RedNAKAMOTO TAKAKOTranslated from Women’s Arts (January 1929)Figure 3. Nakamoto
Takako at podiumOctober 18, 1929, at Asahi Auditorium, Tokyo. Nakamoto Takako’s [2, 10]
lecture, titled “On the Formation of World Monopoly and the Problems Thereof,” at the Women’s
Arts fall lecture. (Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature.)Nakamoto Takako
(1903–1991) was born to a self-described petty bourgeois family: graduating from the
Yamaguchi Prefectural Higher School, she taught for several years before moving to Tokyo to
pursue literature in 1927.10 Like Kataoka Teppei, she wrote her early fiction and criticism as part
of Yokomitsu Riichi’s (1898–1947) modernist movement, New Sensationism.“Red” was
published in Women’s Arts, which also published her well-known short story, “The Female Bell-
Cricket.”11 Women’s Arts was a consciously feminist literary journal primarily by and for women
receptive to proletarian politics. It published Matsuda Tokiko [32], Sata Ineko [8, 15, 21],
Hirabayashi Taiko [14], Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], and, eventually, leftist males such as
Kobayashi Takiji [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30]. By the end of 1929, Nakamoto renounced her
experimental creative writing exemplified by “Red” and moved to Kameido to be near the female
factory workers at the Tōyō Muslin Factory (see “Going on a Field Trip?” [10]). There, she
embarked on the harrowing path of a labor organizer working with the underground Japanese



Communist Party. “Red” makes a valuable pairing with a better-known work, Hayama Yoshiki’s
short story “Letter in a Cement Barrel” (1926), which depicts a worn-down husband. HBSFinally,
the housework was done, and now Shigé, while keeping an eye on her youngest, three-year-old
Sué, pulled out her worktable so she could get back to pasting together the envelopes she was
making for piecework.The sliding paper door in front of her nose had faded to a distinctly antique
hue, each thin sheet of paper the only thing between her and the bracing winds of the shifting
world outside. Yet each sheet’s frame also served as a tiny window to that world, coolly
organized into sections. The autumn sunlight angled in through the frames and threw countless
bright bands diagonally across the room.As if by habit, Shigé peered out at the street from her
worktable through a hole poked through the paper just even with her eyes. A group of children
were gathered around the water spigot, talking and playing. Shigé’s next youngest, Tomo, was
out there too, dressed in a filthy flannel apron and standing to the side. Letting out a deep breath,
Shigé looked back over at her other children and then returned to her work. Sué amused herself
at her mother’s side, contentedly sucking on a bell that had lost its clapper.Suddenly, Shigé
raised her head, snapping to attention: Tomo was crying. Lifting her hands from her work, Shigé
peered again through the hole in the door. Tomo was running toward the house with both hands
pressed to his head and his voice raised in a plaintive wail, pursued by a crowd of roughneck
boys throwing rocks. Shigé hurried outside, gripped by a rising tide of rage. Tomo’s cries doubled
in intensity when he saw his mother, and he clutched at her hands. Shigé glared at the boys, her
son’s hands in her own. They made no move to flee, however, and in fact drew closer. Faced with
the ferocity of Shigé’s gaze, they let the stones fall quietly from their fingers, but one boy,
dressed in Western clothes and the tallest of the group, petulantly raised his voice:“Ma’am,
Tomo’s the one who’s bad! I was giving my dog Shiro some bread and he snatched it on the
sly!”Shigé kept glaring down at the children, but she felt her cheeks redden and her eyeballs
grow hot. She was loath to bow her head before them. At the same time, though, she had no
words with which to excuse Tomo’s actions.Shigé looked down at her pale child, and as she
watched his tears clear new tracks down his grimy, dust-caked cheeks, she felt rage course
through her. Still gazing down at him as he looked tearfully back up at her, she wordlessly
slapped him hard across the face.Tomo squeezed out an even more piercing wail, shrieking as if
he’d been set on fire.The children gathered around Shigé stared blankly up at her,
openmouthed. Shigé pulled her crying, screaming child to her and headed, nearly running, back
into the house. Tomo collapsed just inside the threshold, moaning in a low voice, and stayed
there, unmoving. Hearing her brother, Sué suddenly began crying too. Shigé picked Sué up and
sank down beside her son, her unfocused eyes staring off at some indistinct point in the
distance.She could understand Tomo wanting some bread meant for a dog. His stomach lining
had surely finished absorbing the rice gruel from morning and now he must be suffering horribly
with nothing to distract him. Even so, she lacked the money to buy even one little piece of bread
to soothe her innocent boy’s hunger. It made Shigé’s heart hurt, and it was this hurt that had
found its outlet in her angry outburst.Cold drops trickled slowly down her cheeks as she sat



there, immobile.That evening, like always, Kanenari staggered drunkenly home in a dim, thick
fog. He reached the front door and fell there in a heap. His wife, who had run out to see what the
racket was, looked down at her husband and furrowed her darkened brow. Clucking her tongue,
she tapped his shoulder.Kanenari found himself unable to stir his lower body, and through
sleepy, hooded eyes, he attempted to make out the murky figure before him.“What, am I home
already?”Kanenari slid his hand down his face and expelled a breath ripe with alcohol. Instead of
replying, Shigé just took his hand and dragged him into the house. She reached into his money
purse to see what was left. When she withdrew her hand, she found a mere thirty-five sen, all
that remained of a day’s wage of a yen and eighty sen. She stared fixedly at it, and then looked
over and found herself returning her husband’s drunken gaze. All her anger and contempt bore
down on him as he lay across the threshold like a rotting salmon still dressed in blue work
clothes, and all at once, she threw the money in his face.“What’s wrong with you, don’t you
understand about family?”Hit by this unexpected hailstorm, Kanenari leaped to his feet.“You
idiot, now you’ve done it!”His dull yet agitated eyes fixed on his wife. Confronted with these sore,
reddened eyes, Shigé blinked and looked away. She braced herself for the descent of the balled-
up fist raised even now above her head. But Kanenari let it fall, powerless, to his side. Folding his
hands together beneath his head, he lay heavily back down where he’d been. From there he
glared pointedly up at the swelling outline of his wife’s belly.Shigé gathered up the scattered
copper and silver coins and walked dispiritedly back to her worktable to resume assembling
envelopes.For a little while, silence reigned. The only sounds to be heard in the six-mat room
were those of her five children breathing steadily from where they lay sprawled, sleeping in a
heap.Her husband returning drunk from work every day made Shigé truly wretched. Each day’s
wage was sucked up in alcohol, leaving too little money to provide even three meals for her
children. He’s a father of five, how could he be so thoughtless? The image of Tomo being
chased by rock-throwing children earlier that day sprang to mind with sudden clarity. Not only
that, but yet another life was struggling for existence within her body. What on earth did that man
think he was doing, putting his family through all this?—As the room filled with the alcoholic
fumes Kanenari emitted as he slept, Shigé’s throat worked with inexpressible resentment. She
thrust aside her worktable and walked back over to her husband. Her two hands were already
seizing him by the front of his shirt and shaking him. Kanenari brushed her bothersome hands
away and headed toward the other room. Shigé doggedly pursued him and took hold of his
collar again.“You really don’t understand what makes me go out drinking every night, do
you?”No sooner had Shigé caught sight of Kanenari’s hand fanning out before her than it fell to
strike her on the back. Her eyes filled with tears, but the rage-filled gaze she fixed on her
husband never wavered. Seeing his wife look at him this way, Kanenari kept striking her with the
flat of his hand again and again. When he finally released her, she collapsed where she stood,
flimsy as a rice cracker.Casting a sidelong glance at his wife as she lay there unresisting, her
shoulders heaving like waves, Kanenari went into the kitchen. His hand sought the earthenware
saké bottle and brought it to his ear. Hearing the bottom of the bottle laugh mockingly at him,



Kanenari moved his head up to meet the bottle’s mouth with his.From the next day forth,
Kanenari stopped going to the lumber mill. When Shigé found out that this was because he got
in a fight with the foreman and hit him on the head, she decided to pay a visit to the foreman’s
house with an elegant box of sweets. Of course, to buy the sweets, she had to pawn the obi
she’d kept since marriage, her shabby trousseau.She couldn’t accept her husband’s behavior. It
was clear what would happen to his household as a result of his actions, and yet he heedlessly
went and did them anyway—Shigé muttered her complaints bitterly to herself.The foreman was
not at home. In his place emerged a woman with a densely freckled face and a manner of
recently assumed refinement. Weren’t you just a barmaid? Shigé thought.This woman, the
foreman’s wife, slid the glass door of her house open a few inches and ran her eyes from the top
of Shigé’s head to the tips of her toes in an unpleasantly exaggerated display of caution. Shigé
ordered her malnourished, obstinate muscles to manufacture an expression of solicitous
warmth. The quivering edges of her mouth as she tried to force an exaggerated smile made her
look as if she were about to cry.Shigé presented her box of sweets to the foreman’s wife and
began to stammer out her plea. Apologizing for her husband’s wrongdoing, pointing out the
extreme poverty of their household, she beseeched the foreman’s wife that he be allowed to
return to work. The foreman’s wife knit her brow and, after weighing the thickness and heft of the
sweets in her hand, promised to speak to her husband when he returned. Shigé performed three
polite bows before her freckled interlocutor and left the premises.Returning home, Shigé found
Kanenari absent and all five children noisily crying. The police had just picked up him up.
Suddenly faced with the fact that her actions had been so much wasted effort, Shigé sank down
in the doorway and sat there in a daze.All this time she’d carefully hoarded that sash like hidden
treasure, and she wished more than anything now to be able to take back the sweets she’d
traded it for in vain. The empty stomach she’d been enduring suddenly grew unbearable.Even if
life with Kanenari meant that every day’s earnings were converted immediately into saké, it still
had meaning for her. Now that he’d disappeared completely, it felt as if the center had been
plucked from her very existence. Shigé recovered her senses a bit and looked around her, but
her house was like so much collapsing tofu, and it was impossible for her to see how or starting
from where she could begin setting things right.After a while, Shigé paid another visit to the
foreman’s house. She intended to plead with him to use his power to lighten the sentence
against her husband, or at least hasten his release by even just one day. But this time, no one
bothered to greet her or even notice that she was there. They’d probably already polished off the
obi’s worth of sweets she’d delivered earlier.Shigé returned home, grinding her teeth angrily at
the shameful treatment she’d received in return for her gift. As she stared down at the prints her
feet were leaving in the dark soil, she reflected that it was a wonder she hadn’t lost her mind. Her
husband, for his part, simply drank his troubles away and thereby managed to remain the
happier of the two.—Shigé was brought up short as she realized that she didn’t have any idea
how she was going to make ends meet. It now fell to her to provide food and shelter for six
hungry mouths. Putting together envelopes for piecework simply wasn’t going to be enough.She



sent her oldest children to a go-between so they could be farmed out as nursemaids and
apprentices. She tried to put the younger ones up for adoption, but no one was willing to
squeeze someone else’s child into their lives. Clutching her three remaining children to her, she
decided to go out to the excavation site where a new, seven-meter-wide road leading out of town
was being dug.Shigé mixed herself in with the other women as they labored strenuously all day
in their red underskirts. Working this way, she was able to make a living, but she also hoped that
all the hard work would help her miscarry the baby growing in her belly. She couldn’t imagine
that the addition of yet one more life to her household would do anything but complicate an
already tragic situation.It was a balmy autumn day. The sky was clear as polished glass and
suffused with sunlight. The wind had died and the landscape around her stood still as a picture
painted on a wall.Men pounded the red earth with picks and hammers, stripped down to just a
thin shirt or no shirt at all. The finely honed edges of their tools sharpened the autumn air as they
arced above the men’s powerful muscles. The simple melodies of their work songs allowed their
souls to be gripped by the sacred spirit in their labor.As she shoveled red earth excavated from
the hill into a trolley cart and pushed it over to the road, Shigé’s lower abdomen started
contracting, and it became harder and harder to remain upright. Eventually, she buckled at the
waist and fell onto the soft red dirt. She felt movements in her belly as if the baby were kicking
the walls of her uterus, and her lower abdomen felt squeezed by a nearly unbearable pressure.
Shigé tried again and again to sit up, gnawing her lips in agony as she pressed her hands hard
against her stomach.“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”A leg clad in speckled trousers and yellow
gaiters nudged Shigé’s shoulder. It was the foreman.“Noth—nothing. It’s just, my stomach hurts
a little. . . .”“Don’t joke around with me. I’ve got no use for laziness.”The foreman still had his foot
on Shigé’s shoulder, and he used it to shake her roughly. She had no choice but to haul herself
to her feet, but she was too weak even to put one foot in front of the other. Her field of vision
darkened and she sat back down on the mound of dirt piled up behind her. The foreman’s foot
caught her hard in the butt.“Get going! The sun’s still high in the sky and already you’re
complaining!”Lifted up and thrown like a rabbit, Shigé’s body landed near the empty cart. She
pulled herself up, and slowly, she began to push the cart forward while leaning on it for
support.Severe pressure in her abdomen caused her whole body to shudder. She had been
enduring this pain for days now. She closed her eyes and pushed the cart.The cart started to roll
down a hill, but Shigé, her body still supported by the cart, had fallen asleep. The cart’s speed
increased dramatically as it approached a bend in the path, and once it got there, since no one
was steering, it tilted to the left, and Shigé’s body slid into empty space like a falling leaf. Tracing
a parabola as she flew, Shigé landed in a field at the bottom of a cliff.The cart continued to run
off track until it stopped at the top of the embankment. The red earth that filled it unloaded into
the field below and there it sat, uncaring, its huge mouth gaping dementedly, making no move to
retrieve its load.After a little while, the other workers noticed the cart sitting there and
investigated, thus finding out about Shigé’s fall.Eventually, Shigé was rescued and laid out on
the withered grass that covered one of the surrounding plateaus. She recovered her senses after



a bit and opened her eyes, the bright autumn sun penetrating her pupils as it bore down on her.
She seemed to have been knocked hard on the back of the head and the butt, and as the
tingling in her body dispersed like mist, she cried out in pain. Planting her right hand in the dirt,
Shigé struggled to get up, but no matter what she did, her muscles steadfastly refused to
respond. She closed her eyes and felt her consciousness fade again.“Hey! Get up! Can’t you get
up?”A shoe prodded her shoulder.Shigé slowly pulled her upper and lower lids apart.“Get up
and go home if you’re gonna sleep.”So saying, the foreman blew a cloud of tobacco smoke into
the sky. Through it, Shigé could see shadows deepening in the autumnal folds of the far
mountain range.Shigé rose and, moaning, started to walk. She cut a figure that looked as though
it could be toppled by the slightest of breezes.The fetus in her stomach began to jump as she
crawled into bed. Churning inside as if being wrung from her body, the movements of the child
clambering madly toward the surface kept Shigé moaning throughout the night.And then, as the
soft white fingers of dawn reached in through the window, Shigé’s period flowed once more after
five months’ pause.The little fleshy mass that had blossomed in this red tide, now delicately
shrunken, threw its fate a sidelong glance. The world was burdened with the seed of one less
tragedy. Birthday and burial . . . a curtain rises, a curtain falls.A red song has begun—the sun’s
song. It’s red.It’s red . . .. . . red . . .. . . red . . .. . .. . .Translated by Brian Bergstrom(3) The
MotherWAKASUGI TORIKOTranslated from Criticism (November 1931)Precocious Wakasugi
Toriko (1892–1937) began participating in literary groups at the age of twelve, when she was
training to be a geisha at the house where she was adopted shortly after being born to the
mistress of a wealthy merchant. She disliked the business and, at the age of sixteen, took off for
Tokyo, where she worked as a maid before managing to get a position as a reporter. She
married Itakura Katsutada (1887–1973), a fellow journalist, later an instructor of English and a
translator.12 The illegitimate son of an aristocrat, Itakura was able to provide her with a
comfortable living. Both this story and “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” [1] feature characters who
hope against the odds that their hard work will pay off. It’s interesting to observe the ideology of
hard work and dedication challenged in the fiction of writers who had in fact secured the
possibility of a comfortable life.In 1925 Wakasugi published her first proletarian work in Literary
Front, “Blazing Sun,” a story addressing workplace injustice. She would go on to join the Writers
League, become active in MOPR (International Red Aid), the relief organization for detainees
and their families, and edit Working Women with Miyamoto Yuriko [36, 40] and Sata Ineko [8, 15,
21]. Arrested in 1933 for attending Kobayashi Takiji’s wake (see fig. 2),13 her chronic health
problems were aggravated, leading to death in 1937.Wakasugi was pained by the gap between
her comfortable circumstances and the world she had experienced in childhood, a gap that was
clarified through her political commitment. Was she qualified to call herself a proletarian writer?
she wondered to the impoverished Matsuda Tokiko [34]. Yet it was precisely those
circumstances that allowed her to host study sessions for the “first-year” women in the Writers
League. Matsuda vividly recalls the thrill of discussing proletarian works produced by their
seniors in the supportive environment created by Wakasugi.14 Part of this thrill surely came from



the opportunity to grasp gender and class oppression together. For Wakasugi, “proletarian
literary theories were directly useful for acquiring a gendered viewpoint.”15“The Mother” not only
shows awareness of social injustice but portrays women coming together to act on that
awareness. That Mioko becomes an organizer in Kameido (part of the Nankatsu industrial area
of Tokyo densely populated with female textile workers; see [3], [8], and [10]) is testimony to
Wakasugi’s own commitment. NF and HBSAfter Mioko was fired, a stranger started coming by
the mother’s house. It might be early morning or late at night, but he made no effort to call out a
“Hello” or a “Pardon me.” He would wait lifelessly in the entryway for someone to appear at the
door.“Is Miss Mio here?”That’s all he would say. High forehead, jet-black eyes, and slumped
shoulders—the young man made an unforgettable first impression.Sometimes Mioko would go
outside and they’d talk for a couple of minutes, and other times they’d leave together and she
wouldn’t return for a while.“So . . . where does that fella come from?” the mother asked with an air
of nonchalance.“We used to work for the same company.” Mioko, too, responded casually.But he
didn’t seem like a company man—thought the mother. He seemed like a student or a worker. Yet
for all that, he did dress neatly in a suit and tie.The mother had her reasons to dislike him. When
he came around, she felt like he was slowly but surely taking her daughter away from her.“Don’t
you think it’s best not to get too close to that fellow?”When the mother said such things, Mioko
would shoot a stern look in her direction.The mother was heartily ashamed that her daughter
had been fired from the company and hid the fact, even from Mioko’s older brother. But then, the
newspapers ran headlines like “Devil Hand of the All-Japan Council of Labor Unions Reaches
Out” and “Red Office Girls.”16 The stories explained in great detail how the organizational
committee of the branch of the employees’ union the women were trying to organize was
discovered. And that is how everyone, including her brother, learned all about her being
fired.Mioko’s brother, who had been a woodblock printer for a long time and now worked in the
Printing Bureau of the Ministry of Finance, was in a foul mood that night.—My own job is shaky
enough, what with my tuberculosis, but what if I lose it because of my little sister?! How would
we eat?He became uncontrollably angry, as if she had done something terribly selfish.That
evening the three were sitting sour-faced around the dinner table when the lattice gate opened
softly.“Sounds like someone’s here again.”Mioko’s brother pricked up his ears. He put down his
chopsticks.“Is that so—?”The mother gave Mioko a furtive look.Mioko wiped her mouth with her
apron, got to her feet in a hurry, and left the room. The mother strained her ears and heard what
sounded like Mioko slipping on her clogs and going outside. She returned after about ten
minutes.“Wouldn’t happen to be that Yamazaki, would it?”The mother had remembered the
young man’s name from the first time he visited.“Uh-huh . . .” Mioko nodded without looking
up.“Who the heck is Yamazaki?” Her brother bared his animosity. “That, that guy . . . I suppose
he’s the one you call your leader, huh.” He said it with a deliberate sneer.Mioko acted irritated but
didn’t say anything.Her brother had been selected from among the woodblock printers at the
printing factory because of his skillful technique, and now he worked as an engraver in the
Printing Bureau. As a result, he carried on like he was a master craftsman and Mioko couldn’t



stand it. He was a laborer, but because he drew a monthly salary, he didn’t give a thought to
even basic questions such as how young workers could improve their lives. Instead, he
devoured articles in the bourgeois newspapers about leftist movements and, mindlessly
accepting what they said, spouted off about this and that.“I don’t know what kind of man this
Yamazaki is, but what in the world does he think he’s going to accomplish by organizing riffraff
like you office girls and department store clerks. . . .”He was at it again tonight.Mioko thought it
best to remain silent when her brother spoke of Yamazaki, but when the talk touched on the
union, she couldn’t hold back any longer.“Brother, why are you talking nonsense?—We have a
real workplace, you know.”Mioko was angered by her brother’s condescension and ignorance.
“And just what d’you think you’re doing, you—of all people? You work in a large factory, but
you’re all by yourself, at their beck and call, putting up with that long apprenticeship, drawing a
measly monthly salary, carving karakusa day in and day out. . . .” By “karakusa,” Mioko meant the
arabesque design on the bills.“There’s only one way to improve our lives—we’ve got to join the
most actively confrontational union, the one without corrupt leaders, and band together to
fight. . . .”“Who’d you learn that from? What a lot of nerve!” The minute trembling of his fingers
showed his anger.“Where we are, we’ve got the All-Japan Council of Labor General Employee
Union. You’ve got the Publishing Workers’ Union. As long as a workplace has people ready to
protest, whether it’s a department store or whatever, the union’s ready to send out organizers
right away.” Color rising in her cheeks, Mioko could have gone on forever.Beneath a lampshade
barely grazing his forehead, her brother’s temples were pulsing and he looked like he might
cry.“Mioko—” he began, as he always did when he felt unable to contain his conflicted feelings. “I
start doing what you’re doing, and just watch me get fired. And then who’s going to take care of
this family?”The mother felt anxious watching the siblings feud.Wondering when her daughter
became the sort of young woman who would say such things, she looked at Mioko’s still childlike
shoulders and, to her surprise, found that she understood what her daughter was saying. But
she also felt unbearable sorrow for big brother, working away in spite of his sickly body.The next
morning, the mother woke up and found Mioko’s bed empty. The hours passed, but she didn’t
come home.My daughter’s gone—the instant the mother realized as much, the image of that
young man Yamazaki flashed before her eyes. But she didn’t have the slightest idea where he
might live.Over a month passed.Some days it poured rain, and then the next day the hot
summer sun would appear. Here and there, talk would be of floods or landslides, but no news
came about Mioko. The mother couldn’t forget about her for even one moment, and every day
the mother’s emotions raged like the tempestuous weather.Then one day a letter arrived from a
stranger—Ikeda Masa. The mother opened the envelope with shaking hands.I hasten to inform
you that Miss Mioko was arrested due to her connection with Mr. Yamazaki. Her whereabouts
were unknown until yesterday, when it was finally ascertained that she is being held at Y police
station. Please proceed as quickly as possible to Y police station to negotiate her release. In our
experience, it is best if a family member goes. In haste.The mother’s head was muddled with
shock and joy. She quickly made her preparations and left. Once she got off the streetcar, she



rushed through the gates of the police station, but was turned away on the grounds that the
person in charge was not present. After that, she went every day. She bowed her head hundreds
of times before the Special Higher Police.Then one evening, she finally obtained the release of
her daughter.“Mioko—” She looked at her daughter’s face, pale and translucent like wax, and
she was overcome with emotion.It was now the season for a warm, lined kimono, but Mioko was
still wearing the splash-patterned summer kimono she had on when she left the house. The
mother pulled a jacket out of the bundle she brought and helped her put it on.Mioko grabbed
hold of her mother’s shoulder to steady herself and descended the stairs of the police station.
Once outside, the mother wept with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.“Mother—why are you
crying?”Mioko looked sharply at her mother out of the corner of her eyes. “It’s a disgrace, the
way you’re carrying on—there’s no reason for it. I haven’t done anything wrong to make you bow
your head before the police.”These were the first words that Mioko spoke to her mother after two
months.My daughter’s changed—the mother thought. But she could understand how Mioko
felt.Mioko’s brother had been bedridden ever since he vomited blood at work. Seeing his sister
for the first time in a long while, his cheeks flushed quickly, but he didn’t say anything.Then one
day, he spoke to her with a frankness that was uncharacteristic. “What was the name of that
fellow? That’s it, Yamazaki, right? What’s he up to? He never comes to visit anymore.”“He’s been
taken in.”“Oh—”“By now, he’s probably been sent to Ichigaya.”“That fellow is a real man after all!
Look at me. I get sick and I get the sack. No matter how much I struggled, it didn’t amount to
anything. I guess I’m supposed to just lie here and wait ’til I die.”She could see his long legs
stretched out toward the wall, sticking out from under the quilt. They were pitifully bony.One day,
after she had been back half a month, Mioko left the house saying “I’ll be back in a bit—” and
then didn’t come back. By night, she still hadn’t returned.Because of what had happened before,
the mother held back the tears and tried to think of what to do.Maybe she left a note—the
mother searched Mioko’s belongings.There was nothing. Well, just one thing: a letter stuck in a
notebook. It was a yellow, sealed letter.On the front was the following: No. XX, XXchō, Ichigaya,
c/o Ikeda, Miss Aoki Mio. On the back, Yamazaki Jirō.—Aha! She read the letter intently. Small
brush strokes filled the page. The calligraphy was so fine that it was difficult, and she had to skip
through it.“I hear you’re changing workplaces, but unless there are circumstances beyond your
control, it’s best not to change too frequently. And, get to know the others as much as possible,
make lots of good friends, and meanwhile, gradually extricate yourself from your current
environment.—Don’t give your brother a hard time. He’s a sick man, after all. Finally, if you think it
is all right, please give my best to your kind mother.”She read the letter with her eyes full of tears.
—That man who was dark as a bat on the outside had such gentle, loving emotion in him?At the
end, there were requests for several books and clean laundry. Even the mother had a good idea
where Yamazaki was.There was no sign of Mioko after that.Then one day at the local bathhouse,
a neighbor lady called out to the mother. “My daughter says she ran into your Mio-chan about
four or five days ago.”“What? Where did she run into Mioko—?”“Out in front of Kameido.”“I
wonder if it wasn’t someone else. . . .”“No, my daughter went to school with Mio-chan for six



years, you know.”“Well, how did my daughter look?“She had her hair back in a traditional style,
she carried a lunchbox, and she was walking along with female factory workers. . . .”“Did she
seem well?”“Hmm . . . well, when my daughter called out ‘Mio-chan!’ she abruptly hurried
away.”The news she had long awaited was disappointing. But above all she hoped that Mioko
was well.For two or three years her son had been inclined to miss work because of illness. But
even when he was home he worked, saying his skills would deteriorate if he didn’t. The delicate
lines, finer than hair, that filled both sides of a bill—they crossed one another with dizzying
elaborateness. The mother felt cold shivers run down her back. She could see before her very
eyes her son’s life being worn down, little by little, inside the exceedingly complex lines.“Mother—
I’ve been a burden to you for a long time, haven’t I?” He sat up in the futon and looked at his
arms and legs.“If I die, what will become of you?”“What will become of me? Well, I’ll be in big
trouble if you don’t get better, won’t I?”“Whatever you do, you must find Mioko. Look, you might
be able to find out where she is if you contact the woman who told you she was in police
custody. You still have the letter she sent, don’t you?”“It says Ichigaya, Tomihisachō, No. XXX.
Ikeda Masa—that’s what it says.”The next morning, the mother reached in to replace the hot
water bottle, and when she touched the sick man’s leg, it was deathly cold. She tried to rouse
him, but he gave no response.Unbeknownst to her, her son had breathed his last while turned to
the wall.He had always been an eccentric and solitary man, so no one came to offer
condolences. Then again, there was no way to let anyone know.What if I get fired? Who’ll take
care of us?—Her son used to lash out at his mother and sister with these words. But he died
without having lived a single day of youth—this was what made the mother feel most bitter.After
taking care of a sick man for so long, now, for the first time, she felt released from the
unproductive life of kitchen work and child rearing.Tomihisa in Ichigaya was a ramshackle
neighborhood of tiny old houses. She asked people where the Ikeda house was, but no one
knew. After walking in circles for an hour, she discovered the house at the end of a crooked,
narrow dead end.“Is this the Ikeda house?”She entered through the lattice door and looked
inside. It sure doesn’t seem like a normal house—she thought.The space was cluttered with
books and tables and chairs. There weren’t any medical supplies like you’d expect for a doctor,
and it was too messy to be a magazine company. Hmm . . . maybe she’s a night school teacher—
wondered the mother as she stood there uneasily.A woman with dark glasses appeared and
said, “May I ask whose family member you are?”“I’d like to speak with Miss Ikeda Masa—I am
the mother of Aoki Mio.”“Miss Ikeda—”The woman with the glasses called out to the back, and
then, “Miss Ikeda is presently doing laundry. Please come in and wait.”There was the sound of
water running in the kitchen.She sat down on a chair that had its frame exposed and took a look
around.A small and a medium-sized room had been combined by removing the sliding doors
between them and in the middle two giant tables squared off. Seated at one was the woman with
glasses from before, and her pen continued to move without her casting a single sidelong
glance.In front of where she was sitting, books were lined up like the storeroom of a used
bookstore. There were books with Western writing, difficult-looking titles, and what appeared to



be literary works.But it was something else that gave the mother an odd feeling. In the corner of
the room was a very tall shelf, full of kimonos and hats like a pawn shop.What kind of place is
this?—she kept asking herself.“I am Ikeda.”Masako appeared before her, in Korean-style dress.
She was a young woman with big round eyes.After a lengthy greeting to Masako, the mother
said, “I’ve had some word that Mioko is in Kameido, but I wonder if that’s true. . . .”“Miss Mioko?
She is carrying on very bravely.”Masako’s large, childlike eyes twinkled. “Yes, she was in
Nankatsu until recently.—But now she’s been moved to a new place.”“Then you’ve been getting
news from her the whole time?”“Yes, we’re very busy with our work here, so there isn’t proper
time to meet, but we do keep up with messages.”“—Your work? What is it?”“We do work for an
aid committee!”The mother had heard her daughter talk about the aid committee.—We are part
of the aid movement working to support proletarian liberation activists who’ve been victimized,
as well as their families. Despite the threats of white terror, we persist in hanging our sign
publicly to offer aid to those victimized. Like a beacon in the dark sea. . . .Now that she knew
what the space was, the mother took another look around the room.“Those books, they’ve all
come from prison, haven’t they?”“Yes, they’ve made the rounds at Ichigaya and Toyotama.”“And
this, what is this?” She pointed to a card on the table as though it were a rare object.“This? This
is a card listing the victim’s name, care package contents, and other information.”There’s gotta
be a card for Yamazaki Jirō in here!—she thought.Strangely enough, ever since her own son had
died, she had begun to think of Yamazaki.“And that—what’s that?”Now she was standing in front
of the shelves that had previously given her great misgiving.There were five shelves. Hats and
clothes had been paired for individual recipients. A fedora with Western clothes, a cabbie cap
with a splash-patterned navy kimono, overalls with a cabbie cap, student uniforms with their
stand-up collars, kimonos woven with stripes, and even spring jackets.Students, workers, small-
time merchants—here was the miscellaneous clothing these men had worn.She rubbed her
wrinkled hands and looked around. She felt the lingering warmth from the hot blood of everyone
who had been wrapped in these clothes until the moment of their arrest.Spring, summer, fall,
winter—white summer clothing, padded kimonos, overcoats, and hats vividly told the story of
the season of the arrest.“No one has come to claim these?” she asked, her voice catching.“Yes,
that’s right. There are many people who are alone, with no parents or siblings, who never receive
a care package, not even once. There are also lots of people from fine families who cut their ties
when they enter the movement.”—They’re all sons and daughters of the same blood! Unable to
bear the excitement, she covered her face with her rough, large, bony hands.Before long, she
moved in with Masako. She followed Masako everywhere, and strangers would have thought
she was Masako’s real mother. Sometimes she even went to the police station instead of
Masako.“Hey you—you’re from the aid committee, right?”“No, I’m XX’s mother.”“Ya want me to
throw ya in with ’em?!”No matter how much they threatened her, she was undeterred. She went
out every day with relief supplies. And whenever she did, she would accomplish her
goal.“They’re no match for you, Auntie!”Praised by Masako, she responded with an air of pride in
her experience, “That’s right, we can’t stop ’til we keel over—”Her face was bright and cheerful.



Wherever it was laundry day, she was the first to head out for that district.Translated by Heather
Bowen-Struyk(4) A Statement of My Views in Response to Mr. Masamune Hakuchō
(excerpt)AONO SUEKICHITranslated from Central Review (November 1926)Aono Suekichi
(1890–1961) was born on Sado Island, Niigata Prefecture, to a landowning family whose
fortunes declined soon after his birth.17 Although the autobiographical sketch translated here
describes his childhood loneliness, ill-fated employment as a rural schoolteacher, and urban
alienation as a university student, readers should also know what it leaves out: that he was a
member of the first Communist Party (1922–1924), and that, after its dissolution, he went to
Shanghai (1924) as part of the reconstruction effort.18 In contrast to Kobayashi Takiji, Aono,
despite the key role his early writings played in Communist Party–led organizations (see “Natural
Growth and Purposeful Consciousness” [9]), moved away from the party although not from
socialism. He was not subjected to arrest until the crackdown on the Popular Front (1938–1939),
whereupon his writing was severely restricted. After the war, he committed himself to writing and
teaching as well as a range of activities including reviving the Japan PEN (poets, playwrights,
editors, essayists, novelists) Club and opposing the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo).19The
following selection, published between the two “purposeful consciousness” essays included in
chapter 2, comes from Aono’s answers to a series of “puzzlements” professed by writer and
critic Masamune Hakuchō (1879–1962) over his claims for proletarian literature.20 Why bother
to drag literature into the struggle for social transformation, questions Masamune. If you’re
indignant about the capitalist exploitation of workers, why not tackle the problem directly instead
of taking the “easy” detour of literature? In response, Aono walks his mentor through the basics
of the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure to clarify the role of
culture in class struggle. In the excerpt below, however, he turns to his own biography to explain
his commitment to the movement. NF[. . .] I lost both parents before I could form any memory of
them. My earliest recollection is of an old-fashioned, middle-class household in decline, of many
older brothers and sisters racked with anxiety about their futures, and of the abject poverty of the
family of my wet nurse, whose bed had provided the only warmth I had ever known. It was not
long before my nurse, afflicted with an incurable disease, hanged herself, and my only and
beloved younger sister, upon finishing elementary school, crossed the seas and left my world. In
boyhood there was nothing cheering for my eyes to fall on. Halfway through middle school, I
became captivated by socialist thought and Naturalist literature. The socialism was abandoned
within a year or two. But Naturalist literature penetrated me with the terrifying strength of an
intoxicating drug. What I was shown was the ugliness that dominated reality in the wide world. I
was shown the nature of the lives of lonely human beings. It was not my family alone that lived in
cold darkness. Upon graduating from middle school, I resolved to make my way as a country
schoolteacher, and with some hope in my heart, I took a position in a remote school in Echigo.
What did I see there? The poverty of the villagers and the fateful misery of their children. Alcohol
became my companion, and I embarked on a path of dissolution. Naturalist literature, tightening
its grip, turned my heart toward nihilism. Twice I resolved to die. Each time, friends came to my



aid. A brother-in-law, trying to effect at least a change of mood, made it possible for me to enroll
in Waseda University. There again I chose literature. But it was not in order to study literature.
There was no break in my life as a dissolute, but that was not because I was finding pleasure in
that life or in alcohol. So I continued until I finished school, whereupon I worked for one or two
newspapers. For a time I worked frantically, like a machine. What did I see then? How this
suffocating, tiny society was rigged.Gradually, during this time, the illusions produced by
literature began to dissipate. I also consciously drove them away. What came to my aid here was
the study of society’s economic system and socialist theory. For the first time, my heart began to
know calm. The illusions induced by literature vanished without a trace. My gaze was fixed on
social systems. Still, the force of habit being a frightening thing, I was not yet able to rid myself
completely of novels. Nor did the nihilism disappear. Battling myself, I made a modest effort to
engage in social activism.—For someone like me, there was neither the opportunity to develop
nor the psychological leisure to find release in the “poetry that is surely the possession of all men
and women in their youth since the beginnings of humanity.”21 Not that I was in any way born an
unusual child.I abandoned literature for quite some time. What made me take it up again, after
my understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real
nature of the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than
most people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it. Taking up literature after a long hiatus, I decided to dedicate a part of my
humble powers to that struggle.—I wrote once that the history of my inner life during the first half
of my existence was a history of struggle against nihilism. The seeds were first planted by the art
of the late [Kunikida] Doppo [1871–1908], which I clung to in my early youth. It was none other
than the art of Mr. Masamune himself that brought these seeds to fruition. How I struggled
against—and deepened—my sense of nihilism as I gazed on society and existence through the
deep emotion produced by reading Mr. Masamune’s works in mid and late youth. When, after
that long separation, I took up literature again, it was with the goal of hastening the demise of the
literature of the bourgeoisie, including Mr. Masamune’s, and of intensifying the struggle by
cultivating the literature of the newly rising class. That I am now exchanging words with Mr.
Masamune in this fashion, turning my spear against my old mentor in the struggle with a
tenacious past, naturally fills me with inexpressible emotion.If I were to spout some absurdity to
the effect that the arts movement is the sole endeavor to be undertaken by those seeking to
transform society, then comrades, and all of you who suffer in society today, do not hesitate to
stone me. If I were to discourse on the arts and consider my work done, then comrades, and all
of you who suffer in the world today, be the first to turn your whips on me. Mr. Masamune asks,
“Can you not find it in yourself to seek elsewhere than in literature for an endeavor worthy of
being a man’s lifework?” Fortunately, I am unable to embrace a thought so redolent of
individualistic heroism. All I seek is to be a foot soldier in the great class endeavor of the
proletariat, to select a site where I can be most effective, and to succumb there. The site of labor



may change according to advances in actuality. What is important is not the site. It is how one
exerts oneself at that site. What good does it do to be lazy at the so-called front line?Mr.
Masamune [. . .] seems to think that I am attached to the idea of making a name for myself within
the literary establishment and that I hunger after publicity. [. . .]If I had regrets about fame and
hungered for publicity, why would I torment myself and go against the times, choosing a struggle
with scant prospect of victory within the current system? Fame and publicity lie strewn like
boulders in work that accommodates present-day reality. For my work, the rewards are always
scarce. Were I to fall ill, I would lack the means for securing the most basic staples of rice and
salt, let alone medicine. I have been unable to provide decent medical care for my wife, who has
not looked healthy in fifteen years. Even if I spend several months laboring over a translation, it
may be banned upon publication. What fame, what publicity, is to be found on this path?At
present, to be sure, the proletarian arts movement has seen the light of day. But let reaction
return, and it will sink to incalculable depths and require untold agony to be resurrected. Those
who judge by appearance alone will mockingly announce the death of the proletarian arts. What
honor, what applause can be found there?Even though I vowed to write without invoking shallow
sentiments, I may have lost my equanimity. Nevertheless, what I have recorded here, though
hardly exhaustive, represents the views I have come to hold.To Mr. Masamune who has given
me the occasion to clarify my position to some degree and state my views, I must extend my
gratitude.Translated by Norma Field(5) A Chronology of My Life (excerpt)KOBAYASHI
TAKIJITranslated from A Collection of Proletarian Literature (1931)If a lonely childhood and
youth, followed by early adulthood exposure to grinding rural poverty and then urban cynicism,
led Aono Suekichi to socialist thought, first-hand experience of poverty in a close-knit family led
Kobayashi Takiji to dream of the magical discovery of riches. Takiji grew up in the port city of
Otaru (depicted in Hayashi Fusao’s “Apples” [7]) on Japan’s northernmost island of Hokkaido.
Connected by rail to the mineral and agricultural wealth of Hokkaido, Otaru, despite its
enormous distance from Tokyo, became a commercial center with links to Asia and to Europe. It
was, moreover, a naval port servicing Japanese expansionism.The combination of poverty and
success in elite schooling that led to employment at the Hokkaido Colonial Development Bank
put Takiji in an excellent position to observe the contradictions of capitalist development—the
accumulation of cultural as well as material wealth, on the one hand, and the immiseration of
people transformed into disposable labor, on the other. If study of socialist thought served to
direct Takiji away from seeking individual wealth, it did so in tandem with experience—his own
childhood; the abject circumstances of Taguchi Taki, the lifelong love whom he redeemed from
prostitution; and first-hand observation and eventual participation in worker-farmer
movements.22At age twenty-nine, only two years after this piece was written, Takiji would be
tortured to death at the hands of the Special Higher Police. The sketch he offers of his own
trajectory seems an apt illustration of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff’s dictum “The opposite
of poverty is not wealth—it is justice.”23 NFI was born in 1903 in the countryside of Akita. My
mother says it was August 23 according to the lunar calendar, but the records in the village office



say December 1. The village headman must have been the sort of easygoing guy who could be
a character out of Gogol. My father combined tenant farming with working on a bit of land owned
by his family. My mother was the daughter of a day laborer. They told me that after the harvest
season, they would push trolley carts at neighborhood construction sites. Mother tells me stories
about how they would grip their brakes as they tore around sharp curves at the edge of
precipitous cliffs.When I was about four, my family couldn’t make ends meet anymore, and we
moved to Hokkaido. We started up a mom-and-pop candy store at the edge of town. I lived there
for twenty-odd years. Our family continued to live hand to mouth. On the long walk to school, I
kept thinking about discovering a mine and letting my mother ride in rickshaws.1The Personal Is
the PoliticalINTRODUCTIONWhen is your personal problem not just your personal problem? In
1969 American feminist Carol Hanisch (1942–) insisted that the problems women were
experiencing as largely personal problems, including gender inequality in the home and
workplace, could be mapped neatly onto social structures of power with this simple question:
“Who benefits from this problem?”1 In her essay “The Personal Is the Political,” she was
responding to criticism that the emphasis of US second-wave feminism on raising
consciousness was more concerned with the psychological (i.e., bourgeois therapy) and less
concerned with the political (i.e., collective action). Responding that women are “messed over,
not messed up!” Hanisch insisted that raising collective consciousness was not about
individuals curing themselves but rather collectively realizing what objective conditions needed
to be changed to combat their oppression.The stories throughout this anthology ask us to think
about how personal tragedies happen because capitalism not only does not care to prevent
them but benefits in various, often invisible ways, such as assuring a docile labor supply by
inducing psychic and material precariousness. Injuries received on the job, sexual harassment,
ethnic discrimination, miscarriages, malnourished children, and many other indignities of
poverty show us how even problems experienced as deeply personal—such as a child’s loss of
her father in “Hell” [16]—form a pattern of oppression that becomes apparent when we ask,
“Who benefits from this problem?” The phrase “the personal is the political” seems to come
straight from the proletarian movement, as the men and women of the movement addressed the
problems of class, colonial, and gender inequality through deeply personal narratives of
injustice. That the title in fact comes from US second-wave feminism and, moreover, that the
slogan continues to resonate is useful because it reminds readers that collective action against
oppression, like the kind seen in the proletarian movement, continues to be relevant.In a dispute
over literary method in chapter 3, Sata Ineko ([15]; see also [8, 21]) shares the problems in her
life—her husband has been arrested, her father has become unhinged, and her brother has
become a “bum”—and states that “we can see in all of these [instances] a reflection of current
social conditions.” The task of proletarian literature according to Sata? “We proletarian writers,
even when dealing with something that happened in a single household or to one individual,
don’t just scratch the surface of an event as if it had occurred in isolation. Rather, we take it upon
ourselves to discern the social necessity of its occurrence and then give it concrete expression.”



How does Sata understand the “social necessity” of her hardships? Her 1932 essay is a rebuttal
of criticism offered by rival proletarian writer Hirabayashi Taiko [14] that proletarian works had
become too “formulaic”; Sata rejects what she sees as a naïve understanding of proletarian
realism as a “method of depicting reality ‘just as it is,’” and instead argues for “a method for
taking a given phenomenon as it is and penetrating its essence in order to reveal the necessity
of its occurrence. There can be no such thing as presenting reality simply ‘as it is.’ That is an
empty expression, referring to what bourgeois realism imagines it has achieved in merely
scratching the surface of reality.”2The three short stories in this section invite us to “penetrate the
essence.” “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” ([1]; see also [5, 11, 22, 29, 30]), by the movement’s best-
known author, Kobayashi Takiji, is a memory of a day spent with a beloved sister told by a now-
grown man to a comrade. Like “Tetsu’s Story” [19] by Nakano Shigeharu, a harrowing boyhood
account of a calligraphy demonstration before the crown prince, the framework of recollection in
Taguchi’s tale makes available the events of the past as part of a system of oppression. Unlike
“Tetsu’s Story,” however, “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” stops short of revealing how this memory
and the fate of his sister might have affected his decision to become “Comrade” Taguchi, leaving
readers to make sense of it themselves. In Wakasugi Toriko’s short story “The Mother” [3], by
contrast, the eponymous protagonist suffers first the loss of her son to illness and then her
daughter to the socialist movement, but the latter helps her to see that her personal tragedies
are part of a greater pattern. Like Maksim Gorky’s (1868–1936) Mother, translated into Japanese
in 1929,3 the loss of a conventional family enables this protagonist to pursue a new, more
socially just formation of a family; but in contrast to Gorky’s work, Wakasugi’s mother is led
toward socialism by a daughter rather than a son.The hardships endured by the female
protagonist of Nakamoto Takako’s “Red” ([2]; see also [10]) are depicted with a power combining
the insights and techniques of both proletarian and New Sensationist writing4 and invites
comparison with Hayama Yoshiki’s “The Prostitute” [6] and Kataoka Teppei’s “The
Linesmen” [12]. Unlike those other stories, however, “Red” articulates what it’s like to inhabit a
proletarian woman’s body—in this case, a perennially pregnant body, abused by a drunken
spouse and then left to care for too many children without a living wage. These characters and
narrators—male and female, young and old, rural and urban—experience hardships that might,
individually, be regarded as bad luck, but together suggest a systematic oppression that begs
us, following Sata, to penetrate their “essence in order to reveal the necessity of [their]
occurrence.”The essays in this chapter are by two male leaders in the movement. The youthful
experience of poverty led Aono Suekichi [4, 9] to embrace nihilism and Kobayashi Takiji to yearn
for riches until they encountered, as Aono puts it, “the study of society’s economic system and
socialist theory.”5 HBS(1) Comrade Taguchi’s SorrowKOBAYASHI TAKIJITranslated from Weekly
Asahi (April 1930)Virtually no women appear in “The Crab Cannery Ship” (1929), the work that
catapulted Kobayashi Takiji (1903–1933; see “A Chronology of My Life” [5]) to fame. The
posthumously published “Life of a Party Member” (1933) made Takiji notorious because its
instrumental treatment of a female character was thought to represent his own as well as



Communist Party attitudes toward women.6 It may therefore come as a surprise that the
challenges facing poor and working girls and women were a staple of Takiji’s fiction. His works
(see [11] and [22]) bring us wives and mothers anxious about the cost of their menfolk’s political
commitments, wives embracing those sacrifices, spunky factory girls taking on organizing
responsibilities and brushing up against the challenges of comradely romance, still other young
women whose political awakening is nipped in the bud by their obligation as caregivers, and, like
the actual love of his life, women forced to sell their bodies.7The torment of “Comrade Taguchi’s”
sister is of a different sort. Like Takiji himself and his older sister, she receives from a benefactor
the chance to make a class leap. The uncomprehending boyhood eyes of Comrade Taguchi
accentuate the anxieties of class “passing” for a young woman endowed with beauty and
intellect. NF(Everybody’s had the experience of whistling without knowing it. You don’t know the
name of the tune.—And then, as you go along, you say, that’s it, it’s that song. When this
happens, it’s always the case that the song is carrying a forgotten piece of the past that’s
mysteriously stuck in a corner of your mind. That’s according to Taguchi. There’re times when
the song and the memory are related—but it can also happen that a certain song mysteriously
brings out a scene that has no connection to it whatsoever.If only till the spring snow
melts . . .8Taguchi says that whenever he hears this song or finds himself whistling it, he
remembers how he used to walk along the tracks on the cape in the early spring cold after the
sun had set, leaning his sleepy body against his sister’s. Come to think of it, it was probably this
song he was singing as he laid out his bedding.I must’ve been about ten years old—Taguchi
began, pulling the ashtray close to his pillow as he lay on his belly.)My big sister was going to a
girls’ higher school. There was no way our family could’ve sent her, but there was a certain
person who put up a little money for this. Even so, no question, life was tough. When fall came
and the grain harvest was supposed to be shipped off, my sister would no sooner get home from
school than she would be off to the “hand-sorting factory” for export green peas. In other words,
she was joining the night shift.These factories were usually on the second floor of seaport
warehouses. Wives who lived from hand to mouth brought their kids along when they came to
work as day laborers.—If you worked the whole day without stopping to piss, you’d make
seventy, eighty sen. But only the pros could make that much. Fifty or sixty was more like it.—If
you worked until eight or nine at night, then you’d get up to one yen. And then, on their way home
from the night shift, some of the women would have to sell themselves in the warehouse
corners, surrounded by those swirling piles of grains.My sister would work from four or so until
nine o’clock and earn forty, fifty sen. There were no girls like her working in that kind of place. But
she never acted like she resented it. She said it wasn’t like she was one of those people who
could afford to just go to school.There was a “volcanic ash company” near the house. If you took
a bucket and went behind the factory, you could pick coke from the slagheap.—In winter this
was a substitute for charcoal. You stick it in a bucket and punch holes all over the sides and
you’ve got yourself a stove. It burns with a purple flame. Needless to say, we didn’t have a
chimney so the whole house got smoky. Father went around with the rims of his eyes all red. Still,



it was better than putting up with the cold.—You have to be there before anybody else has
picked through it, said my sister, who’d get up earlier than the rest of us and set out. When she
got home, her head would be all white from the cinder dust.—I’ve been coke picking, too, led by
her hand.That year, the seas of Otaru were bustling with the first big catch of herring in five years.
—In Hokkaido, people and money pour in or flee depending on whether it’s a good or bad year
for herring. With a rope basket on her back, even a woman could earn two or three yen a day
unloading the herring. If you knew how to dress it, you could make even more. There were never
enough hands. After all, thousands, no tens of thousands of bushels of herring had to be
unloaded and disposed of in the space of two or three days.—But my sister wouldn’t say she’d
go.“You go one day, and you get a whopping two yen! Think of what a help that’d be.” Mother
kept repeating herself.“But . . . I just don’t wanna do it! . . . See . . .” This wasn’t like my sister at
all.“If you just go on Sunday, you’ll make as much as you do in a whole month. . . .”“It’s because
it’s Sunday. . . .” My sister didn’t seem to want to spell it out.“Because it’s Sunday?”“. . .”—Sister
was watching Mother silently.—“You know how the people from town come sightseeing . . .
and . . .” And here she stumbled over her words. “And . . . well, my friends, you know, my friends
from school. . . !”Mother started and looked into her face.“. . . !”It probably shouldn’t have been a
surprise that she hated the thought of being out there with a basket on her back.—My sister, in
spite of everything, did have a bit of vanity. I don’t know if you can call it vanity in the usual sense.
She just never brought home friends from school because our house was on the “wrong side of
the tracks” and it was dirty.—It was the kind of house that rattled with the slightest bit of wind. So
it was propped up with “stakes” in the back. The ceiling had no panels, so you could see the bare
rafters, and the rain poured right in. The area was swampy, and the house was set on low
foundations to begin with. When it rained, the tatami mats felt sticky to your feet. And
underneath, you could hear the plop, plop of the water. The pieces of mud and straw glued into
the wall had turned a dull brown from the rain and snow, and it would crumble wherever you
touched it.In springtime, city folk would come strolling through this forsaken part of town by the
sea. If she spotted any of her school friends among them, my sister would hide in the house and
refuse to go out.—That’s the way she was.If there was a big catch, come Sunday, you could be
sure that students and office-worker types from Otaru would come around for the “herring
spectacle.”—You’d be in your navy-and-white quilted jacket, gaiters on your legs and cowl over
your head, a basket on your back. They’d see you like that. This was something she couldn’t
bear to think of.But in the end, it was decided that she’d go.—Sister stood biting her thin lip. I
followed along after her that day.Jutting out to the shoreline, old Mt. Baldy separated Kumausu
Village from Otaru.If you round the bumpy path under the cliff that looks like it’s about to cave in,
then you come out to where you can see the whole fishing village in the gently curving bay.
Scattered houses follow the mountain wall pressing against their backs all the way to the other
side of the cape. Two tracks run through that narrow space between the sea and the mountain.
The villagers use the railway as their road. So the trains blow their whistles the whole time as
they pass right under the eaves.—No sooner than you think you’ve seen a puff of white smoke at



the turn of the cape on the other side then it’s passing in front of the mountain, slipping in
between the houses, coming at you in a rush. When it’s midway through the village, you
suddenly hear the rumbling. . . .Most of the time, it was just a remote fishing village.—But when
the herring swarmed, the entire stretch of sea became a cloudy white. Seagulls skirted the
surface of the water in rings, crying like babies. The bay thronged with the boats around the “set
nets” and the little boats with the “gill nets.” On the beach were planted lots of long red streamers
and white streamers. They were banners celebrating a big catch.Not only was it a Sunday, but
you could tell early on that it was going to be a fine day, so people crowded in not just from Otaru
but even from Sapporo. Every train that stopped at the Otaru Harbor Construction Station or
Asari Station was packed. City people of the kind you don’t see around here formed a line from
the stations to the beach.—It also happened to be the first day when, after six months of
imprisonment in Hokkaido’s long winter, you could step into a flood of bright outdoor light.My
sister, with a basket on her back, shrouded her face with a hand towel so that no one would
recognize her. I was playing nearby.—The other women working with her could only stare in the
direction of the pretty women coming from town. They chattered about their kimonos and their
hairstyles. But my sister would not look their way.Two boards led to and from the sampans. You
crossed one to unload your basket of herring, and then the other to go back, making a loop as
you repeated the trek. Every time the herring were scooped up, their fresh scales gleamed
silver.A fine-looking couple stood watching the spectacle together with their little boy, dressed in
naval uniform with binoculars slung over his shoulder.—As for me, my eyes were glued to his
Western clothing. I’d never seen anything like it. Not to mention the binoculars—you didn’t see
that kind of thing often. And, without knowing it, I began to draw near him.—The boy saw me
approaching. When our eyes met, he suddenly frowned. And then he must have tugged at his
mother’s hand. She had been watching the basket carriers, but then, as if to say “Hm?”—she
turned her gaze toward me. Feeling as if I’d done something bad, I began to back off.“You get
back here!”I got a sudden poke in the back. My sister was standing there, frowning.—
Obediently, I sat down on the sand near her equipment. I felt lonely but didn’t know why.There
were lots of people standing around there, too.“As if we were some kind of show . . . what do they
think is so interesting about this. . . !”My sister spoke in a low voice.—But she couldn’t lift her
face to look in their direction.There seemed to be a young man and woman standing just behind
where I’d sat down. From the corner of my eye I could see the lavender hem of a kimono,
spotless white tabi, sandals that looked to be two or even three inches high, sharp-creased
trousers and red leather shoes.—A walking stick moved without a moment’s pause. I managed
to steal a glimpse of all this without turning my head.They were talking to each other. “Aren’t they
hardworking, these ladies?”“Why don’t you try putting one of those baskets on your back, just
like them?”“After you.”—And they smiled at each other.Other basket carriers looked in their
direction. As they passed in front, none of the day laborers missed the chance to cast a glance
over my head at the couple.My sister was the only one who didn’t.After a while, the two headed
back. I was still sitting, listening to their footsteps fading away on the sand.—Relieved, I looked



behind for the first time. Then I remembered a motion picture, the only one I’d ever seen. She
looked like the woman in that picture, a beautiful woman like I’d never seen anywhere else.—
When she disappeared around the corner in the distance, I gave up and turned around—and
met my sister’s gaze. She’d been watching, too! I looked at her, my sister, wearing an indigo
jacket stitched in a fish-scale pattern and sandals. She looked like a man.—Suddenly, for some
reason, I didn’t like her so much anymore.I went off to play by myself until noontime. When I
came back, everybody who was unloading the herring was sitting in a bunch, eating rice balls
tossed in sweetened roasted soybean flour. This was the standard lunch for herring days. I got
some from my sister.“Guess what. Some friends from school were there . . . all dressed up. I was
so ashamed I just kept my face down. Thank goodness, they went away without noticing me.”I
sat listening with my mouth stuffed.“Imagine, being seen like this,” she said, shamefacedly
holding up her yellow-coated rice ball.“But it can’t be helped . . .”—And, as usual, she bit her
lower lip.I had a job, too.—A lot of herring fell from the sampans into the sea while they were
being scooped into the baskets. I’d fish for these with a long bamboo pole. That way, I’d catch
twenty or thirty in the course of the day.More people started coming after lunchtime. Women in
their finery would be standing here and there, watching.“That one’s not bad looking.”—This was
from two or three young men who looked like office workers.“You mean she’s a ‘rare country
bloom’?”Another one asked, laughing, “Which one, which one?”“That one over there.”The first
one said, “The one that just came—the third one in line. . . .”I looked casually in that direction.—
The third one was my sister!She must have noticed, too. She reddened and looked down.“Hey,
wait a minute.”One of them said.—“Poor thing. . . .”“Come on, she’s taking it as a
compliment.”Two of them walked ahead.“Just one more time.”The other one stood, waiting for my
sister to pass in front of them on the return trip. With her basket on her back, she was scarlet up
to her ears.As she went by, he said, “She’s a looker, all right,” and ran to catch up with the others.
He’d gone a fair ways when he turned to look back.—When he was out of sight, my sister lifted
her head at last. Her eyes followed in his direction for an instant. I was only a kid, but seeing this
gave me a funny feeling.Slipping the strap of the empty basket from one shoulder, my sister
stepped out of the line. “My legs are so sore, I can’t pick up my feet anymore. I’m going to take a
break for just a second.”The unloading zone was across the train tracks, quite a ways from the
sampans and up a steep incline. The basket carriers, all in a line with their shoulders hunched
over, would heave-ho to try to get a little bounce in their step as they climbed up.—Sister must
have used her sleeve to wipe the sweat off her face, for slivers of herring scale were carved into
her flushed cheeks like bits of silver paper.“Hey tootsie, I’m not gonna put too much in
yours.”When a young woman came up, the fishermen would put two and a half scoops instead of
the normal heaping three and help her up with a pat on the rump of her basket.“Damn lecher!”
said the old wives when they figured out what was going on.The fisherman’s dark ruddy face
broke out in laughter.“Got som’n to complain about, you shriveled bags? Don’t forget you used to
be young, too.”—The lightened load was a help to my sister. Even so, it was hard
going.“Where’re you from, sweetheart? Let’s go and have us a good time when we’re done.”So



the fishermen would joke as they filled her basket. But my sister wasn’t the kind of young woman
who could respond to that sort of thing.“I’ll lay out the bedding and be a-waitin’ for you.” There
were other women her age who were ready with a comeback.That day, I ended up getting into a
fight.—All my buddies who were going after the spilled herring were the children of day laborers.
They’d stand in the cold water, their kimonos rolled up to their bellies, dragging the herring close
to them with the bamboo poles. But it wasn’t them that I fought.It was just about when we were
all done.—A girl in Western clothing came over to us and said something. I turned bright red and
fumbled. It was because I’d never talked to anybody who looked like this.“Are they for free?” That
was what the girl was saying.I couldn’t answer in words, so I just nodded. The girl squatted and
reached out with one finger to touch the herring I was dangling. I felt like I couldn’t breathe.I
made up my mind and said, “Want one? . . .” After I managed to get the words out, I turned bright
red.—The girl looked pleased. I thrust a herring in her direction. She hesitated, looking like she
was about to reach out, but then withdrew her hand.“Dummy! Leave that thing alone!”It must
have been her big brother.—“It’s just garbage they pick up.—Filthy stuff!”He grabbed her by the
elbow and led her away.It got to me, being put in a situation like that. What was I supposed to do
with my hand, stuck out in her direction, holding on to a herring with a rope through its gills? I
suddenly found myself right behind the boy. I don’t know what happened then. Crushed roe
splattered on his cheek and shoulder—and a gill-less herring turned a somersault in my hand.I’d
been swiping at the boy from behind with the herring. I was panting for breath.“Get ’im, get ’im!”
My buddies were cheering me on.—The boy burst out crying and ran off. The girl, dragged by
the hand, was having a hard time running over the rocks—she started crying, too.The girl kept
looking back, as if she were frightened. When I saw her scared face, twisted from crying, I came
to myself with a start.“Now what did you do? . . . Idiot! . . .”My sister gave me a poke on the head
to go with these words. But there was something oddly comforting about her at that moment.
The tension melted, and I felt the tears welling up. . . .I let myself lean against my sister and rub
my eyes against her smelly apron, full of fish scales.Even after work, my sister wouldn’t leave
until it was dark. She said she was ashamed of having her face seen. The train packed with
sightseers chug-chugged up the slight elevation as it rounded the cape. When it was on the
other side, its winding body with brightly lit windows showed itself one more time.—The lights
came on in the boats in the offing. Their reflection cast a long tail on the dark surface of the sea.
The train tracks were mounted on concrete high above the coastline. So you could hear
snatches of conversation from the boats or the splashing water as if it were right nearby. The
waves slapped gently against the bottom of the concrete. The chill night wind of early spring had
stirred up.Tired, my body half resting against my sister’s, we walked the tracks back home. I was
sullen and silent.—In the dark sky over the offing, a seagull let out a cry like a baby’s. It was
desolate.Along the way, we would brush past men from the fishery.“Hey, good lookin’!” they’d call
out as they went by.Each time this happened, my sister would grasp my hand. . . . She was tired,
too. But from time to time, as if she’d only now remembered them, she’d start talking about the
pretty women from town. Good times are going to come our way too, she’d say. We just have to



keep doing our best and work hard.—That’s the way she was always thinking. I guess that’s why
she kept working with a vengeance.Finally, she lapsed into silence.—Then all you could hear
was the sound of our matched footsteps against the railroad ties. But from time to time I’d trip
over a tie and pitch forward. I’d fallen asleep. Each time my sister’s body would drag me
on.When we rounded the cape separating Kumausu Village from Otaru, the cold wind hit us with
full force. But then the lights of Otaru spread out sparkling right beneath us. . . . I felt reassured.—
And happy.“Hey, Sis, look how pretty it is! . . .”The words came out spontaneously.But it seemed
like my sister only lifted her head.—I got the feeling she was crying. . . .(“That’s all there is to it.”—
Taguchi said at the end.—“But it’s strange, you know, how I keep coming back to that one
day.”Taguchi’s lips twisted slightly.“What about ‘If only till the spring snow melts’?” I asked.“Don’t
know.—It was probably already popular back then, and . . . well, somehow . . .”—I hadn’t seen
Taguchi in a long time. He’d spent four months at “the country villa” thanks to the mass arrests of
the April 16 Incident.9 Two-year prison sentence, suspended for five. That was his status when
he got out. He wasn’t in great shape physically, so it was decided he’d stay at my place for a
while.Taguchi’s sister went through a lot to get through the girls’ higher school, and then she
took a position at an elementary school in Furano. She’d send practically all her pay to her family.
That was just like her, Taguchi said. She was the kind of big sister who’d walk ahead of him in a
snowstorm, shielding him from the wind and making a path in the snow all the way to school.—
This was something Taguchi talked about all the time.Thanks to his sister’s monthly payments,
he was able to get through middle school and then enter a special higher school for medicine.
Needless to say, Taguchi isn’t giving any time to his medical studies anymore.—For his sister
who’d known nothing but poverty while she was growing up, becoming a doctor was the most
likely way to “get rich,” and that’s why she’d sent him to that school.Then this poor sister got
involved in a love affair. It ended badly. The guy was said to be the college-educated son of a big
landowner. I’d heard somewhere that she wasn’t quite right in the head after that. It must have
been a year later that she threw herself into that eerie Sorachi River. Her body never came
up.Taguchi and I are good pals. But he never talks about his sister’s death. It’s completely out of
the ordinary for him to tell the kind of story he told today.—I guess there was always something
about his sister that made you feel she was lonely. I don’t know any of the details. And out of
regard for his feelings, I’ve made it a point not to ask.It’s almost spring, time for the herring to
come.—I’ll bet Taguchi’s thinking about his sister.)Translated by Norma Field(2)
RedNAKAMOTO TAKAKOTranslated from Women’s Arts (January 1929)Figure 3. Nakamoto
Takako at podiumOctober 18, 1929, at Asahi Auditorium, Tokyo. Nakamoto Takako’s [2, 10]
lecture, titled “On the Formation of World Monopoly and the Problems Thereof,” at the Women’s
Arts fall lecture. (Courtesy of the Museum of Modern Japanese Literature.)Nakamoto Takako
(1903–1991) was born to a self-described petty bourgeois family: graduating from the
Yamaguchi Prefectural Higher School, she taught for several years before moving to Tokyo to
pursue literature in 1927.10 Like Kataoka Teppei, she wrote her early fiction and criticism as part
of Yokomitsu Riichi’s (1898–1947) modernist movement, New Sensationism.“Red” was



published in Women’s Arts, which also published her well-known short story, “The Female Bell-
Cricket.”11 Women’s Arts was a consciously feminist literary journal primarily by and for women
receptive to proletarian politics. It published Matsuda Tokiko [32], Sata Ineko [8, 15, 21],
Hirabayashi Taiko [14], Murayama Kazuko [17, 18], and, eventually, leftist males such as
Kobayashi Takiji [1, 5, 11, 22, 29, 30]. By the end of 1929, Nakamoto renounced her
experimental creative writing exemplified by “Red” and moved to Kameido to be near the female
factory workers at the Tōyō Muslin Factory (see “Going on a Field Trip?” [10]). There, she
embarked on the harrowing path of a labor organizer working with the underground Japanese
Communist Party. “Red” makes a valuable pairing with a better-known work, Hayama Yoshiki’s
short story “Letter in a Cement Barrel” (1926), which depicts a worn-down husband. HBSFinally,
the housework was done, and now Shigé, while keeping an eye on her youngest, three-year-old
Sué, pulled out her worktable so she could get back to pasting together the envelopes she was
making for piecework.The sliding paper door in front of her nose had faded to a distinctly antique
hue, each thin sheet of paper the only thing between her and the bracing winds of the shifting
world outside. Yet each sheet’s frame also served as a tiny window to that world, coolly
organized into sections. The autumn sunlight angled in through the frames and threw countless
bright bands diagonally across the room.As if by habit, Shigé peered out at the street from her
worktable through a hole poked through the paper just even with her eyes. A group of children
were gathered around the water spigot, talking and playing. Shigé’s next youngest, Tomo, was
out there too, dressed in a filthy flannel apron and standing to the side. Letting out a deep breath,
Shigé looked back over at her other children and then returned to her work. Sué amused herself
at her mother’s side, contentedly sucking on a bell that had lost its clapper.Suddenly, Shigé
raised her head, snapping to attention: Tomo was crying. Lifting her hands from her work, Shigé
peered again through the hole in the door. Tomo was running toward the house with both hands
pressed to his head and his voice raised in a plaintive wail, pursued by a crowd of roughneck
boys throwing rocks. Shigé hurried outside, gripped by a rising tide of rage. Tomo’s cries doubled
in intensity when he saw his mother, and he clutched at her hands. Shigé glared at the boys, her
son’s hands in her own. They made no move to flee, however, and in fact drew closer. Faced with
the ferocity of Shigé’s gaze, they let the stones fall quietly from their fingers, but one boy,
dressed in Western clothes and the tallest of the group, petulantly raised his voice:“Ma’am,
Tomo’s the one who’s bad! I was giving my dog Shiro some bread and he snatched it on the
sly!”Shigé kept glaring down at the children, but she felt her cheeks redden and her eyeballs
grow hot. She was loath to bow her head before them. At the same time, though, she had no
words with which to excuse Tomo’s actions.Shigé looked down at her pale child, and as she
watched his tears clear new tracks down his grimy, dust-caked cheeks, she felt rage course
through her. Still gazing down at him as he looked tearfully back up at her, she wordlessly
slapped him hard across the face.Tomo squeezed out an even more piercing wail, shrieking as if
he’d been set on fire.The children gathered around Shigé stared blankly up at her,
openmouthed. Shigé pulled her crying, screaming child to her and headed, nearly running, back



into the house. Tomo collapsed just inside the threshold, moaning in a low voice, and stayed
there, unmoving. Hearing her brother, Sué suddenly began crying too. Shigé picked Sué up and
sank down beside her son, her unfocused eyes staring off at some indistinct point in the
distance.She could understand Tomo wanting some bread meant for a dog. His stomach lining
had surely finished absorbing the rice gruel from morning and now he must be suffering horribly
with nothing to distract him. Even so, she lacked the money to buy even one little piece of bread
to soothe her innocent boy’s hunger. It made Shigé’s heart hurt, and it was this hurt that had
found its outlet in her angry outburst.Cold drops trickled slowly down her cheeks as she sat
there, immobile.That evening, like always, Kanenari staggered drunkenly home in a dim, thick
fog. He reached the front door and fell there in a heap. His wife, who had run out to see what the
racket was, looked down at her husband and furrowed her darkened brow. Clucking her tongue,
she tapped his shoulder.Kanenari found himself unable to stir his lower body, and through
sleepy, hooded eyes, he attempted to make out the murky figure before him.“What, am I home
already?”Kanenari slid his hand down his face and expelled a breath ripe with alcohol. Instead of
replying, Shigé just took his hand and dragged him into the house. She reached into his money
purse to see what was left. When she withdrew her hand, she found a mere thirty-five sen, all
that remained of a day’s wage of a yen and eighty sen. She stared fixedly at it, and then looked
over and found herself returning her husband’s drunken gaze. All her anger and contempt bore
down on him as he lay across the threshold like a rotting salmon still dressed in blue work
clothes, and all at once, she threw the money in his face.“What’s wrong with you, don’t you
understand about family?”Hit by this unexpected hailstorm, Kanenari leaped to his feet.“You
idiot, now you’ve done it!”His dull yet agitated eyes fixed on his wife. Confronted with these sore,
reddened eyes, Shigé blinked and looked away. She braced herself for the descent of the balled-
up fist raised even now above her head. But Kanenari let it fall, powerless, to his side. Folding his
hands together beneath his head, he lay heavily back down where he’d been. From there he
glared pointedly up at the swelling outline of his wife’s belly.Shigé gathered up the scattered
copper and silver coins and walked dispiritedly back to her worktable to resume assembling
envelopes.For a little while, silence reigned. The only sounds to be heard in the six-mat room
were those of her five children breathing steadily from where they lay sprawled, sleeping in a
heap.Her husband returning drunk from work every day made Shigé truly wretched. Each day’s
wage was sucked up in alcohol, leaving too little money to provide even three meals for her
children. He’s a father of five, how could he be so thoughtless? The image of Tomo being
chased by rock-throwing children earlier that day sprang to mind with sudden clarity. Not only
that, but yet another life was struggling for existence within her body. What on earth did that man
think he was doing, putting his family through all this?—As the room filled with the alcoholic
fumes Kanenari emitted as he slept, Shigé’s throat worked with inexpressible resentment. She
thrust aside her worktable and walked back over to her husband. Her two hands were already
seizing him by the front of his shirt and shaking him. Kanenari brushed her bothersome hands
away and headed toward the other room. Shigé doggedly pursued him and took hold of his



collar again.“You really don’t understand what makes me go out drinking every night, do
you?”No sooner had Shigé caught sight of Kanenari’s hand fanning out before her than it fell to
strike her on the back. Her eyes filled with tears, but the rage-filled gaze she fixed on her
husband never wavered. Seeing his wife look at him this way, Kanenari kept striking her with the
flat of his hand again and again. When he finally released her, she collapsed where she stood,
flimsy as a rice cracker.Casting a sidelong glance at his wife as she lay there unresisting, her
shoulders heaving like waves, Kanenari went into the kitchen. His hand sought the earthenware
saké bottle and brought it to his ear. Hearing the bottom of the bottle laugh mockingly at him,
Kanenari moved his head up to meet the bottle’s mouth with his.From the next day forth,
Kanenari stopped going to the lumber mill. When Shigé found out that this was because he got
in a fight with the foreman and hit him on the head, she decided to pay a visit to the foreman’s
house with an elegant box of sweets. Of course, to buy the sweets, she had to pawn the obi
she’d kept since marriage, her shabby trousseau.She couldn’t accept her husband’s behavior. It
was clear what would happen to his household as a result of his actions, and yet he heedlessly
went and did them anyway—Shigé muttered her complaints bitterly to herself.The foreman was
not at home. In his place emerged a woman with a densely freckled face and a manner of
recently assumed refinement. Weren’t you just a barmaid? Shigé thought.This woman, the
foreman’s wife, slid the glass door of her house open a few inches and ran her eyes from the top
of Shigé’s head to the tips of her toes in an unpleasantly exaggerated display of caution. Shigé
ordered her malnourished, obstinate muscles to manufacture an expression of solicitous
warmth. The quivering edges of her mouth as she tried to force an exaggerated smile made her
look as if she were about to cry.Shigé presented her box of sweets to the foreman’s wife and
began to stammer out her plea. Apologizing for her husband’s wrongdoing, pointing out the
extreme poverty of their household, she beseeched the foreman’s wife that he be allowed to
return to work. The foreman’s wife knit her brow and, after weighing the thickness and heft of the
sweets in her hand, promised to speak to her husband when he returned. Shigé performed three
polite bows before her freckled interlocutor and left the premises.Returning home, Shigé found
Kanenari absent and all five children noisily crying. The police had just picked up him up.
Suddenly faced with the fact that her actions had been so much wasted effort, Shigé sank down
in the doorway and sat there in a daze.All this time she’d carefully hoarded that sash like hidden
treasure, and she wished more than anything now to be able to take back the sweets she’d
traded it for in vain. The empty stomach she’d been enduring suddenly grew unbearable.Even if
life with Kanenari meant that every day’s earnings were converted immediately into saké, it still
had meaning for her. Now that he’d disappeared completely, it felt as if the center had been
plucked from her very existence. Shigé recovered her senses a bit and looked around her, but
her house was like so much collapsing tofu, and it was impossible for her to see how or starting
from where she could begin setting things right.After a while, Shigé paid another visit to the
foreman’s house. She intended to plead with him to use his power to lighten the sentence
against her husband, or at least hasten his release by even just one day. But this time, no one



bothered to greet her or even notice that she was there. They’d probably already polished off the
obi’s worth of sweets she’d delivered earlier.Shigé returned home, grinding her teeth angrily at
the shameful treatment she’d received in return for her gift. As she stared down at the prints her
feet were leaving in the dark soil, she reflected that it was a wonder she hadn’t lost her mind. Her
husband, for his part, simply drank his troubles away and thereby managed to remain the
happier of the two.—Shigé was brought up short as she realized that she didn’t have any idea
how she was going to make ends meet. It now fell to her to provide food and shelter for six
hungry mouths. Putting together envelopes for piecework simply wasn’t going to be enough.She
sent her oldest children to a go-between so they could be farmed out as nursemaids and
apprentices. She tried to put the younger ones up for adoption, but no one was willing to
squeeze someone else’s child into their lives. Clutching her three remaining children to her, she
decided to go out to the excavation site where a new, seven-meter-wide road leading out of town
was being dug.Shigé mixed herself in with the other women as they labored strenuously all day
in their red underskirts. Working this way, she was able to make a living, but she also hoped that
all the hard work would help her miscarry the baby growing in her belly. She couldn’t imagine
that the addition of yet one more life to her household would do anything but complicate an
already tragic situation.It was a balmy autumn day. The sky was clear as polished glass and
suffused with sunlight. The wind had died and the landscape around her stood still as a picture
painted on a wall.Men pounded the red earth with picks and hammers, stripped down to just a
thin shirt or no shirt at all. The finely honed edges of their tools sharpened the autumn air as they
arced above the men’s powerful muscles. The simple melodies of their work songs allowed their
souls to be gripped by the sacred spirit in their labor.As she shoveled red earth excavated from
the hill into a trolley cart and pushed it over to the road, Shigé’s lower abdomen started
contracting, and it became harder and harder to remain upright. Eventually, she buckled at the
waist and fell onto the soft red dirt. She felt movements in her belly as if the baby were kicking
the walls of her uterus, and her lower abdomen felt squeezed by a nearly unbearable pressure.
Shigé tried again and again to sit up, gnawing her lips in agony as she pressed her hands hard
against her stomach.“Hey, what’s wrong with you?”A leg clad in speckled trousers and yellow
gaiters nudged Shigé’s shoulder. It was the foreman.“Noth—nothing. It’s just, my stomach hurts
a little. . . .”“Don’t joke around with me. I’ve got no use for laziness.”The foreman still had his foot
on Shigé’s shoulder, and he used it to shake her roughly. She had no choice but to haul herself
to her feet, but she was too weak even to put one foot in front of the other. Her field of vision
darkened and she sat back down on the mound of dirt piled up behind her. The foreman’s foot
caught her hard in the butt.“Get going! The sun’s still high in the sky and already you’re
complaining!”Lifted up and thrown like a rabbit, Shigé’s body landed near the empty cart. She
pulled herself up, and slowly, she began to push the cart forward while leaning on it for
support.Severe pressure in her abdomen caused her whole body to shudder. She had been
enduring this pain for days now. She closed her eyes and pushed the cart.The cart started to roll
down a hill, but Shigé, her body still supported by the cart, had fallen asleep. The cart’s speed



increased dramatically as it approached a bend in the path, and once it got there, since no one
was steering, it tilted to the left, and Shigé’s body slid into empty space like a falling leaf. Tracing
a parabola as she flew, Shigé landed in a field at the bottom of a cliff.The cart continued to run
off track until it stopped at the top of the embankment. The red earth that filled it unloaded into
the field below and there it sat, uncaring, its huge mouth gaping dementedly, making no move to
retrieve its load.After a little while, the other workers noticed the cart sitting there and
investigated, thus finding out about Shigé’s fall.Eventually, Shigé was rescued and laid out on
the withered grass that covered one of the surrounding plateaus. She recovered her senses after
a bit and opened her eyes, the bright autumn sun penetrating her pupils as it bore down on her.
She seemed to have been knocked hard on the back of the head and the butt, and as the
tingling in her body dispersed like mist, she cried out in pain. Planting her right hand in the dirt,
Shigé struggled to get up, but no matter what she did, her muscles steadfastly refused to
respond. She closed her eyes and felt her consciousness fade again.“Hey! Get up! Can’t you get
up?”A shoe prodded her shoulder.Shigé slowly pulled her upper and lower lids apart.“Get up
and go home if you’re gonna sleep.”So saying, the foreman blew a cloud of tobacco smoke into
the sky. Through it, Shigé could see shadows deepening in the autumnal folds of the far
mountain range.Shigé rose and, moaning, started to walk. She cut a figure that looked as though
it could be toppled by the slightest of breezes.The fetus in her stomach began to jump as she
crawled into bed. Churning inside as if being wrung from her body, the movements of the child
clambering madly toward the surface kept Shigé moaning throughout the night.And then, as the
soft white fingers of dawn reached in through the window, Shigé’s period flowed once more after
five months’ pause.The little fleshy mass that had blossomed in this red tide, now delicately
shrunken, threw its fate a sidelong glance. The world was burdened with the seed of one less
tragedy. Birthday and burial . . . a curtain rises, a curtain falls.A red song has begun—the sun’s
song. It’s red.It’s red . . .. . . red . . .. . . red . . .. . .. . .Translated by Brian Bergstrom(3) The
MotherWAKASUGI TORIKOTranslated from Criticism (November 1931)Precocious Wakasugi
Toriko (1892–1937) began participating in literary groups at the age of twelve, when she was
training to be a geisha at the house where she was adopted shortly after being born to the
mistress of a wealthy merchant. She disliked the business and, at the age of sixteen, took off for
Tokyo, where she worked as a maid before managing to get a position as a reporter. She
married Itakura Katsutada (1887–1973), a fellow journalist, later an instructor of English and a
translator.12 The illegitimate son of an aristocrat, Itakura was able to provide her with a
comfortable living. Both this story and “Comrade Taguchi’s Sorrow” [1] feature characters who
hope against the odds that their hard work will pay off. It’s interesting to observe the ideology of
hard work and dedication challenged in the fiction of writers who had in fact secured the
possibility of a comfortable life.In 1925 Wakasugi published her first proletarian work in Literary
Front, “Blazing Sun,” a story addressing workplace injustice. She would go on to join the Writers
League, become active in MOPR (International Red Aid), the relief organization for detainees
and their families, and edit Working Women with Miyamoto Yuriko [36, 40] and Sata Ineko [8, 15,



21]. Arrested in 1933 for attending Kobayashi Takiji’s wake (see fig. 2),13 her chronic health
problems were aggravated, leading to death in 1937.Wakasugi was pained by the gap between
her comfortable circumstances and the world she had experienced in childhood, a gap that was
clarified through her political commitment. Was she qualified to call herself a proletarian writer?
she wondered to the impoverished Matsuda Tokiko [34]. Yet it was precisely those
circumstances that allowed her to host study sessions for the “first-year” women in the Writers
League. Matsuda vividly recalls the thrill of discussing proletarian works produced by their
seniors in the supportive environment created by Wakasugi.14 Part of this thrill surely came from
the opportunity to grasp gender and class oppression together. For Wakasugi, “proletarian
literary theories were directly useful for acquiring a gendered viewpoint.”15“The Mother” not only
shows awareness of social injustice but portrays women coming together to act on that
awareness. That Mioko becomes an organizer in Kameido (part of the Nankatsu industrial area
of Tokyo densely populated with female textile workers; see [3], [8], and [10]) is testimony to
Wakasugi’s own commitment. NF and HBSAfter Mioko was fired, a stranger started coming by
the mother’s house. It might be early morning or late at night, but he made no effort to call out a
“Hello” or a “Pardon me.” He would wait lifelessly in the entryway for someone to appear at the
door.“Is Miss Mio here?”That’s all he would say. High forehead, jet-black eyes, and slumped
shoulders—the young man made an unforgettable first impression.Sometimes Mioko would go
outside and they’d talk for a couple of minutes, and other times they’d leave together and she
wouldn’t return for a while.“So . . . where does that fella come from?” the mother asked with an air
of nonchalance.“We used to work for the same company.” Mioko, too, responded casually.But he
didn’t seem like a company man—thought the mother. He seemed like a student or a worker. Yet
for all that, he did dress neatly in a suit and tie.The mother had her reasons to dislike him. When
he came around, she felt like he was slowly but surely taking her daughter away from her.“Don’t
you think it’s best not to get too close to that fellow?”When the mother said such things, Mioko
would shoot a stern look in her direction.The mother was heartily ashamed that her daughter
had been fired from the company and hid the fact, even from Mioko’s older brother. But then, the
newspapers ran headlines like “Devil Hand of the All-Japan Council of Labor Unions Reaches
Out” and “Red Office Girls.”16 The stories explained in great detail how the organizational
committee of the branch of the employees’ union the women were trying to organize was
discovered. And that is how everyone, including her brother, learned all about her being
fired.Mioko’s brother, who had been a woodblock printer for a long time and now worked in the
Printing Bureau of the Ministry of Finance, was in a foul mood that night.—My own job is shaky
enough, what with my tuberculosis, but what if I lose it because of my little sister?! How would
we eat?He became uncontrollably angry, as if she had done something terribly selfish.That
evening the three were sitting sour-faced around the dinner table when the lattice gate opened
softly.“Sounds like someone’s here again.”Mioko’s brother pricked up his ears. He put down his
chopsticks.“Is that so—?”The mother gave Mioko a furtive look.Mioko wiped her mouth with her
apron, got to her feet in a hurry, and left the room. The mother strained her ears and heard what



sounded like Mioko slipping on her clogs and going outside. She returned after about ten
minutes.“Wouldn’t happen to be that Yamazaki, would it?”The mother had remembered the
young man’s name from the first time he visited.“Uh-huh . . .” Mioko nodded without looking
up.“Who the heck is Yamazaki?” Her brother bared his animosity. “That, that guy . . . I suppose
he’s the one you call your leader, huh.” He said it with a deliberate sneer.Mioko acted irritated but
didn’t say anything.Her brother had been selected from among the woodblock printers at the
printing factory because of his skillful technique, and now he worked as an engraver in the
Printing Bureau. As a result, he carried on like he was a master craftsman and Mioko couldn’t
stand it. He was a laborer, but because he drew a monthly salary, he didn’t give a thought to
even basic questions such as how young workers could improve their lives. Instead, he
devoured articles in the bourgeois newspapers about leftist movements and, mindlessly
accepting what they said, spouted off about this and that.“I don’t know what kind of man this
Yamazaki is, but what in the world does he think he’s going to accomplish by organizing riffraff
like you office girls and department store clerks. . . .”He was at it again tonight.Mioko thought it
best to remain silent when her brother spoke of Yamazaki, but when the talk touched on the
union, she couldn’t hold back any longer.“Brother, why are you talking nonsense?—We have a
real workplace, you know.”Mioko was angered by her brother’s condescension and ignorance.
“And just what d’you think you’re doing, you—of all people? You work in a large factory, but
you’re all by yourself, at their beck and call, putting up with that long apprenticeship, drawing a
measly monthly salary, carving karakusa day in and day out. . . .” By “karakusa,” Mioko meant the
arabesque design on the bills.“There’s only one way to improve our lives—we’ve got to join the
most actively confrontational union, the one without corrupt leaders, and band together to
fight. . . .”“Who’d you learn that from? What a lot of nerve!” The minute trembling of his fingers
showed his anger.“Where we are, we’ve got the All-Japan Council of Labor General Employee
Union. You’ve got the Publishing Workers’ Union. As long as a workplace has people ready to
protest, whether it’s a department store or whatever, the union’s ready to send out organizers
right away.” Color rising in her cheeks, Mioko could have gone on forever.Beneath a lampshade
barely grazing his forehead, her brother’s temples were pulsing and he looked like he might
cry.“Mioko—” he began, as he always did when he felt unable to contain his conflicted feelings. “I
start doing what you’re doing, and just watch me get fired. And then who’s going to take care of
this family?”The mother felt anxious watching the siblings feud.Wondering when her daughter
became the sort of young woman who would say such things, she looked at Mioko’s still childlike
shoulders and, to her surprise, found that she understood what her daughter was saying. But
she also felt unbearable sorrow for big brother, working away in spite of his sickly body.The next
morning, the mother woke up and found Mioko’s bed empty. The hours passed, but she didn’t
come home.My daughter’s gone—the instant the mother realized as much, the image of that
young man Yamazaki flashed before her eyes. But she didn’t have the slightest idea where he
might live.Over a month passed.Some days it poured rain, and then the next day the hot
summer sun would appear. Here and there, talk would be of floods or landslides, but no news



came about Mioko. The mother couldn’t forget about her for even one moment, and every day
the mother’s emotions raged like the tempestuous weather.Then one day a letter arrived from a
stranger—Ikeda Masa. The mother opened the envelope with shaking hands.I hasten to inform
you that Miss Mioko was arrested due to her connection with Mr. Yamazaki. Her whereabouts
were unknown until yesterday, when it was finally ascertained that she is being held at Y police
station. Please proceed as quickly as possible to Y police station to negotiate her release. In our
experience, it is best if a family member goes. In haste.The mother’s head was muddled with
shock and joy. She quickly made her preparations and left. Once she got off the streetcar, she
rushed through the gates of the police station, but was turned away on the grounds that the
person in charge was not present. After that, she went every day. She bowed her head hundreds
of times before the Special Higher Police.Then one evening, she finally obtained the release of
her daughter.“Mioko—” She looked at her daughter’s face, pale and translucent like wax, and
she was overcome with emotion.It was now the season for a warm, lined kimono, but Mioko was
still wearing the splash-patterned summer kimono she had on when she left the house. The
mother pulled a jacket out of the bundle she brought and helped her put it on.Mioko grabbed
hold of her mother’s shoulder to steady herself and descended the stairs of the police station.
Once outside, the mother wept with a handkerchief pressed to her eyes.“Mother—why are you
crying?”Mioko looked sharply at her mother out of the corner of her eyes. “It’s a disgrace, the
way you’re carrying on—there’s no reason for it. I haven’t done anything wrong to make you bow
your head before the police.”These were the first words that Mioko spoke to her mother after two
months.My daughter’s changed—the mother thought. But she could understand how Mioko
felt.Mioko’s brother had been bedridden ever since he vomited blood at work. Seeing his sister
for the first time in a long while, his cheeks flushed quickly, but he didn’t say anything.Then one
day, he spoke to her with a frankness that was uncharacteristic. “What was the name of that
fellow? That’s it, Yamazaki, right? What’s he up to? He never comes to visit anymore.”“He’s been
taken in.”“Oh—”“By now, he’s probably been sent to Ichigaya.”“That fellow is a real man after all!
Look at me. I get sick and I get the sack. No matter how much I struggled, it didn’t amount to
anything. I guess I’m supposed to just lie here and wait ’til I die.”She could see his long legs
stretched out toward the wall, sticking out from under the quilt. They were pitifully bony.One day,
after she had been back half a month, Mioko left the house saying “I’ll be back in a bit—” and
then didn’t come back. By night, she still hadn’t returned.Because of what had happened before,
the mother held back the tears and tried to think of what to do.Maybe she left a note—the
mother searched Mioko’s belongings.There was nothing. Well, just one thing: a letter stuck in a
notebook. It was a yellow, sealed letter.On the front was the following: No. XX, XXchō, Ichigaya,
c/o Ikeda, Miss Aoki Mio. On the back, Yamazaki Jirō.—Aha! She read the letter intently. Small
brush strokes filled the page. The calligraphy was so fine that it was difficult, and she had to skip
through it.“I hear you’re changing workplaces, but unless there are circumstances beyond your
control, it’s best not to change too frequently. And, get to know the others as much as possible,
make lots of good friends, and meanwhile, gradually extricate yourself from your current



environment.—Don’t give your brother a hard time. He’s a sick man, after all. Finally, if you think it
is all right, please give my best to your kind mother.”She read the letter with her eyes full of tears.
—That man who was dark as a bat on the outside had such gentle, loving emotion in him?At the
end, there were requests for several books and clean laundry. Even the mother had a good idea
where Yamazaki was.There was no sign of Mioko after that.Then one day at the local bathhouse,
a neighbor lady called out to the mother. “My daughter says she ran into your Mio-chan about
four or five days ago.”“What? Where did she run into Mioko—?”“Out in front of Kameido.”“I
wonder if it wasn’t someone else. . . .”“No, my daughter went to school with Mio-chan for six
years, you know.”“Well, how did my daughter look?“She had her hair back in a traditional style,
she carried a lunchbox, and she was walking along with female factory workers. . . .”“Did she
seem well?”“Hmm . . . well, when my daughter called out ‘Mio-chan!’ she abruptly hurried
away.”The news she had long awaited was disappointing. But above all she hoped that Mioko
was well.For two or three years her son had been inclined to miss work because of illness. But
even when he was home he worked, saying his skills would deteriorate if he didn’t. The delicate
lines, finer than hair, that filled both sides of a bill—they crossed one another with dizzying
elaborateness. The mother felt cold shivers run down her back. She could see before her very
eyes her son’s life being worn down, little by little, inside the exceedingly complex lines.“Mother—
I’ve been a burden to you for a long time, haven’t I?” He sat up in the futon and looked at his
arms and legs.“If I die, what will become of you?”“What will become of me? Well, I’ll be in big
trouble if you don’t get better, won’t I?”“Whatever you do, you must find Mioko. Look, you might
be able to find out where she is if you contact the woman who told you she was in police
custody. You still have the letter she sent, don’t you?”“It says Ichigaya, Tomihisachō, No. XXX.
Ikeda Masa—that’s what it says.”The next morning, the mother reached in to replace the hot
water bottle, and when she touched the sick man’s leg, it was deathly cold. She tried to rouse
him, but he gave no response.Unbeknownst to her, her son had breathed his last while turned to
the wall.He had always been an eccentric and solitary man, so no one came to offer
condolences. Then again, there was no way to let anyone know.What if I get fired? Who’ll take
care of us?—Her son used to lash out at his mother and sister with these words. But he died
without having lived a single day of youth—this was what made the mother feel most bitter.After
taking care of a sick man for so long, now, for the first time, she felt released from the
unproductive life of kitchen work and child rearing.Tomihisa in Ichigaya was a ramshackle
neighborhood of tiny old houses. She asked people where the Ikeda house was, but no one
knew. After walking in circles for an hour, she discovered the house at the end of a crooked,
narrow dead end.“Is this the Ikeda house?”She entered through the lattice door and looked
inside. It sure doesn’t seem like a normal house—she thought.The space was cluttered with
books and tables and chairs. There weren’t any medical supplies like you’d expect for a doctor,
and it was too messy to be a magazine company. Hmm . . . maybe she’s a night school teacher—
wondered the mother as she stood there uneasily.A woman with dark glasses appeared and
said, “May I ask whose family member you are?”“I’d like to speak with Miss Ikeda Masa—I am



the mother of Aoki Mio.”“Miss Ikeda—”The woman with the glasses called out to the back, and
then, “Miss Ikeda is presently doing laundry. Please come in and wait.”There was the sound of
water running in the kitchen.She sat down on a chair that had its frame exposed and took a look
around.A small and a medium-sized room had been combined by removing the sliding doors
between them and in the middle two giant tables squared off. Seated at one was the woman with
glasses from before, and her pen continued to move without her casting a single sidelong
glance.In front of where she was sitting, books were lined up like the storeroom of a used
bookstore. There were books with Western writing, difficult-looking titles, and what appeared to
be literary works.But it was something else that gave the mother an odd feeling. In the corner of
the room was a very tall shelf, full of kimonos and hats like a pawn shop.What kind of place is
this?—she kept asking herself.“I am Ikeda.”Masako appeared before her, in Korean-style dress.
She was a young woman with big round eyes.After a lengthy greeting to Masako, the mother
said, “I’ve had some word that Mioko is in Kameido, but I wonder if that’s true. . . .”“Miss Mioko?
She is carrying on very bravely.”Masako’s large, childlike eyes twinkled. “Yes, she was in
Nankatsu until recently.—But now she’s been moved to a new place.”“Then you’ve been getting
news from her the whole time?”“Yes, we’re very busy with our work here, so there isn’t proper
time to meet, but we do keep up with messages.”“—Your work? What is it?”“We do work for an
aid committee!”The mother had heard her daughter talk about the aid committee.—We are part
of the aid movement working to support proletarian liberation activists who’ve been victimized,
as well as their families. Despite the threats of white terror, we persist in hanging our sign
publicly to offer aid to those victimized. Like a beacon in the dark sea. . . .Now that she knew
what the space was, the mother took another look around the room.“Those books, they’ve all
come from prison, haven’t they?”“Yes, they’ve made the rounds at Ichigaya and Toyotama.”“And
this, what is this?” She pointed to a card on the table as though it were a rare object.“This? This
is a card listing the victim’s name, care package contents, and other information.”There’s gotta
be a card for Yamazaki Jirō in here!—she thought.Strangely enough, ever since her own son had
died, she had begun to think of Yamazaki.“And that—what’s that?”Now she was standing in front
of the shelves that had previously given her great misgiving.There were five shelves. Hats and
clothes had been paired for individual recipients. A fedora with Western clothes, a cabbie cap
with a splash-patterned navy kimono, overalls with a cabbie cap, student uniforms with their
stand-up collars, kimonos woven with stripes, and even spring jackets.Students, workers, small-
time merchants—here was the miscellaneous clothing these men had worn.She rubbed her
wrinkled hands and looked around. She felt the lingering warmth from the hot blood of everyone
who had been wrapped in these clothes until the moment of their arrest.Spring, summer, fall,
winter—white summer clothing, padded kimonos, overcoats, and hats vividly told the story of
the season of the arrest.“No one has come to claim these?” she asked, her voice catching.“Yes,
that’s right. There are many people who are alone, with no parents or siblings, who never receive
a care package, not even once. There are also lots of people from fine families who cut their ties
when they enter the movement.”—They’re all sons and daughters of the same blood! Unable to



bear the excitement, she covered her face with her rough, large, bony hands.Before long, she
moved in with Masako. She followed Masako everywhere, and strangers would have thought
she was Masako’s real mother. Sometimes she even went to the police station instead of
Masako.“Hey you—you’re from the aid committee, right?”“No, I’m XX’s mother.”“Ya want me to
throw ya in with ’em?!”No matter how much they threatened her, she was undeterred. She went
out every day with relief supplies. And whenever she did, she would accomplish her
goal.“They’re no match for you, Auntie!”Praised by Masako, she responded with an air of pride in
her experience, “That’s right, we can’t stop ’til we keel over—”Her face was bright and cheerful.
Wherever it was laundry day, she was the first to head out for that district.Translated by Heather
Bowen-Struyk(4) A Statement of My Views in Response to Mr. Masamune Hakuchō
(excerpt)AONO SUEKICHITranslated from Central Review (November 1926)Aono Suekichi
(1890–1961) was born on Sado Island, Niigata Prefecture, to a landowning family whose
fortunes declined soon after his birth.17 Although the autobiographical sketch translated here
describes his childhood loneliness, ill-fated employment as a rural schoolteacher, and urban
alienation as a university student, readers should also know what it leaves out: that he was a
member of the first Communist Party (1922–1924), and that, after its dissolution, he went to
Shanghai (1924) as part of the reconstruction effort.18 In contrast to Kobayashi Takiji, Aono,
despite the key role his early writings played in Communist Party–led organizations (see “Natural
Growth and Purposeful Consciousness” [9]), moved away from the party although not from
socialism. He was not subjected to arrest until the crackdown on the Popular Front (1938–1939),
whereupon his writing was severely restricted. After the war, he committed himself to writing and
teaching as well as a range of activities including reviving the Japan PEN (poets, playwrights,
editors, essayists, novelists) Club and opposing the US-Japan Security Treaty (Ampo).19The
following selection, published between the two “purposeful consciousness” essays included in
chapter 2, comes from Aono’s answers to a series of “puzzlements” professed by writer and
critic Masamune Hakuchō (1879–1962) over his claims for proletarian literature.20 Why bother
to drag literature into the struggle for social transformation, questions Masamune. If you’re
indignant about the capitalist exploitation of workers, why not tackle the problem directly instead
of taking the “easy” detour of literature? In response, Aono walks his mentor through the basics
of the relationship between economic base and cultural superstructure to clarify the role of
culture in class struggle. In the excerpt below, however, he turns to his own biography to explain
his commitment to the movement. NF[. . .] I lost both parents before I could form any memory of
them. My earliest recollection is of an old-fashioned, middle-class household in decline, of many
older brothers and sisters racked with anxiety about their futures, and of the abject poverty of the
family of my wet nurse, whose bed had provided the only warmth I had ever known. It was not
long before my nurse, afflicted with an incurable disease, hanged herself, and my only and
beloved younger sister, upon finishing elementary school, crossed the seas and left my world. In
boyhood there was nothing cheering for my eyes to fall on. Halfway through middle school, I
became captivated by socialist thought and Naturalist literature. The socialism was abandoned



within a year or two. But Naturalist literature penetrated me with the terrifying strength of an
intoxicating drug. What I was shown was the ugliness that dominated reality in the wide world. I
was shown the nature of the lives of lonely human beings. It was not my family alone that lived in
cold darkness. Upon graduating from middle school, I resolved to make my way as a country
schoolteacher, and with some hope in my heart, I took a position in a remote school in Echigo.
What did I see there? The poverty of the villagers and the fateful misery of their children. Alcohol
became my companion, and I embarked on a path of dissolution. Naturalist literature, tightening
its grip, turned my heart toward nihilism. Twice I resolved to die. Each time, friends came to my
aid. A brother-in-law, trying to effect at least a change of mood, made it possible for me to enroll
in Waseda University. There again I chose literature. But it was not in order to study literature.
There was no break in my life as a dissolute, but that was not because I was finding pleasure in
that life or in alcohol. So I continued until I finished school, whereupon I worked for one or two
newspapers. For a time I worked frantically, like a machine. What did I see then? How this
suffocating, tiny society was rigged.Gradually, during this time, the illusions produced by
literature began to dissipate. I also consciously drove them away. What came to my aid here was
the study of society’s economic system and socialist theory. For the first time, my heart began to
know calm. The illusions induced by literature vanished without a trace. My gaze was fixed on
social systems. Still, the force of habit being a frightening thing, I was not yet able to rid myself
completely of novels. Nor did the nihilism disappear. Battling myself, I made a modest effort to
engage in social activism.—For someone like me, there was neither the opportunity to develop
nor the psychological leisure to find release in the “poetry that is surely the possession of all men
and women in their youth since the beginnings of humanity.”21 Not that I was in any way born an
unusual child.I abandoned literature for quite some time. What made me take it up again, after
my understanding of social theory had deepened a bit, had to do with my grasp of the real
nature of the superstructure and the meaning of struggle against it. I had experienced more than
most people—no, I had all but risked my life experiencing the dangerously intoxicating power of
literature. I was all the more aware of its true nature and attached great significance to the
struggle against it. Taking up literature after a long hiatus, I decided to dedicate a part of my
humble powers to that struggle.—I wrote once that the history of my inner life during the first half
of my existence was a history of struggle against nihilism. The seeds were first planted by the art
of the late [Kunikida] Doppo [1871–1908], which I clung to in my early youth. It was none other
than the art of Mr. Masamune himself that brought these seeds to fruition. How I struggled
against—and deepened—my sense of nihilism as I gazed on society and existence through the
deep emotion produced by reading Mr. Masamune’s works in mid and late youth. When, after
that long separation, I took up literature again, it was with the goal of hastening the demise of the
literature of the bourgeoisie, including Mr. Masamune’s, and of intensifying the struggle by
cultivating the literature of the newly rising class. That I am now exchanging words with Mr.
Masamune in this fashion, turning my spear against my old mentor in the struggle with a
tenacious past, naturally fills me with inexpressible emotion.If I were to spout some absurdity to



the effect that the arts movement is the sole endeavor to be undertaken by those seeking to
transform society, then comrades, and all of you who suffer in society today, do not hesitate to
stone me. If I were to discourse on the arts and consider my work done, then comrades, and all
of you who suffer in the world today, be the first to turn your whips on me. Mr. Masamune asks,
“Can you not find it in yourself to seek elsewhere than in literature for an endeavor worthy of
being a man’s lifework?” Fortunately, I am unable to embrace a thought so redolent of
individualistic heroism. All I seek is to be a foot soldier in the great class endeavor of the
proletariat, to select a site where I can be most effective, and to succumb there. The site of labor
may change according to advances in actuality. What is important is not the site. It is how one
exerts oneself at that site. What good does it do to be lazy at the so-called front line?Mr.
Masamune [. . .] seems to think that I am attached to the idea of making a name for myself within
the literary establishment and that I hunger after publicity. [. . .]If I had regrets about fame and
hungered for publicity, why would I torment myself and go against the times, choosing a struggle
with scant prospect of victory within the current system? Fame and publicity lie strewn like
boulders in work that accommodates present-day reality. For my work, the rewards are always
scarce. Were I to fall ill, I would lack the means for securing the most basic staples of rice and
salt, let alone medicine. I have been unable to provide decent medical care for my wife, who has
not looked healthy in fifteen years. Even if I spend several months laboring over a translation, it
may be banned upon publication. What fame, what publicity, is to be found on this path?At
present, to be sure, the proletarian arts movement has seen the light of day. But let reaction
return, and it will sink to incalculable depths and require untold agony to be resurrected. Those
who judge by appearance alone will mockingly announce the death of the proletarian arts. What
honor, what applause can be found there?Even though I vowed to write without invoking shallow
sentiments, I may have lost my equanimity. Nevertheless, what I have recorded here, though
hardly exhaustive, represents the views I have come to hold.To Mr. Masamune who has given
me the occasion to clarify my position to some degree and state my views, I must extend my
gratitude.Translated by Norma Field(5) A Chronology of My Life (excerpt)KOBAYASHI
TAKIJITranslated from A Collection of Proletarian Literature (1931)If a lonely childhood and
youth, followed by early adulthood exposure to grinding rural poverty and then urban cynicism,
led Aono Suekichi to socialist thought, first-hand experience of poverty in a close-knit family led
Kobayashi Takiji to dream of the magical discovery of riches. Takiji grew up in the port city of
Otaru (depicted in Hayashi Fusao’s “Apples” [7]) on Japan’s northernmost island of Hokkaido.
Connected by rail to the mineral and agricultural wealth of Hokkaido, Otaru, despite its
enormous distance from Tokyo, became a commercial center with links to Asia and to Europe. It
was, moreover, a naval port servicing Japanese expansionism.The combination of poverty and
success in elite schooling that led to employment at the Hokkaido Colonial Development Bank
put Takiji in an excellent position to observe the contradictions of capitalist development—the
accumulation of cultural as well as material wealth, on the one hand, and the immiseration of
people transformed into disposable labor, on the other. If study of socialist thought served to



direct Takiji away from seeking individual wealth, it did so in tandem with experience—his own
childhood; the abject circumstances of Taguchi Taki, the lifelong love whom he redeemed from
prostitution; and first-hand observation and eventual participation in worker-farmer
movements.22At age twenty-nine, only two years after this piece was written, Takiji would be
tortured to death at the hands of the Special Higher Police. The sketch he offers of his own
trajectory seems an apt illustration of liberation theologian Leonardo Boff’s dictum “The opposite
of poverty is not wealth—it is justice.”23 NFI was born in 1903 in the countryside of Akita. My
mother says it was August 23 according to the lunar calendar, but the records in the village office
say December 1. The village headman must have been the sort of easygoing guy who could be
a character out of Gogol. My father combined tenant farming with working on a bit of land owned
by his family. My mother was the daughter of a day laborer. They told me that after the harvest
season, they would push trolley carts at neighborhood construction sites. Mother tells me stories
about how they would grip their brakes as they tore around sharp curves at the edge of
precipitous cliffs.When I was about four, my family couldn’t make ends meet anymore, and we
moved to Hokkaido. We started up a mom-and-pop candy store at the edge of town. I lived there
for twenty-odd years. Our family continued to live hand to mouth. On the long walk to school, I
kept thinking about discovering a mine and letting my mother ride in rickshaws.
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Reader in Tokyo, “Good Complement to General Anthologies of Japanese Literature. This book
was published in 2016 and contained 41 works by 27 writers, published in Japan's "red decade"
of 1925-1935. There were 20 short stories, 16 essays or excerpts from essays, 4
autobiographical stories or excerpts, and 1 poem. As the editors stated in their introduction,
these were drawn from not only the major Japanese proletarian journal of the day -- Battle Flag
-- but also many other journals and newspapers such as Literary Gazette and Central
Review.Proletarian literature was defined here as that produced on behalf of the working class of
the time, seeking to radically transform society, the relation between readers and writers, and
literature itself. Selections generally focused on what was considered to be the inevitable class
conflict between workers and capitalists, and on workers' attempts to unite and overcome. In
most cases in the anthology, this appeared generally to be Communism rather than anarchism
or democratic socialism.Chapters in the collection were devoted to themes such as the labor
conditions of the time, how personal experience was determined by economic realities, leftist
writers' search for ways to express this, the conditions of children and their education, the fight
against imperialism and colonialism, and leftists' reaction to growing government repression that
choked off the movement in 1934-35. Prose fiction comprised about three-fourths of the book,
with the remainder split 50-50 between the essays and the editors' introductions/capsule
biographies of the authors.The only writer with many selections was Takiji Kobayashi -- Japan's
major author of proletarian lit -- from whom six pieces were included. Other writers, generally
with 1-2 works each, were Yoshiki Hayama, Yuriko Miyamoto, Takako Nakamoto, Ineko Sata,
and Taiko Hirabayashi. Lesser-known authors were Toriko Wakasugi, Teppei Kataoka, Kazuko
Murayama, Shigeharu Nakano, Wataru Kaji, and Tokiko Matsuno. Works by three Koreans were
also included: prose from Hyok-chu Chang and criticism by Tu-yong Kim -- both written in
Japanese -- and prose from Tong-gyu Yi, written in Korean.For this reader, the prose fiction was
well worth reading, sometimes for the style, sometimes as a document of the times. In the period
it covered, landlords took half of tenant farmers' crops and factory workers toiled from morning
to night for a pittance, often in dangerous conditions. Poverty and hunger were commonplace,
death from starvation was sometimes close at hand, and those who sought to improve things
risked unlawful arrest and torture. (Kobayashi died in police custody in 1933.) You don't need to
be a member of the Communist Party to sympathize with the authors' depictions, and major
anthologies of Japanese literature don't often cover this type of writing in much depth.Standouts
in the collection were "Red" by Takako Nakamoto, about a mother with too many children and a
shiftless husband, "The Prostitute" by Yoshiki Hayama, a strange story with a weak ending but a
haunting image, "Death of a Cricket" by Kazuko Murayama, an amusing tale of class conflict
done with insects, and "Tetsu's Story" by Shigeharu Nakano and "Letter" by Takiji Kobayashi,
which were especially strong descriptions of desperate economic conditions. And "Hell of the
Starving" by Hyok-chu Chang, a vivid depiction of exploitation set in Korea, with strong



naturalistic detail. Interestingly, in it the exploiters of Korean peasants were other Koreans,
though Japanese colonization was in the background. For me, any of these works could've been
included in major surveys of Japanese literature that've been published over the years: Donald
Keene's Anthology of Modern Japanese Literature (1956), Ivan Morris's Modern Japanese
Stories (1962), and The Oxford Book of Japanese Short Stories (1997). Some of the other
selections were less riveting -- plodding, repetitive or formulaic.Insights from the collection were
that Japanese soldiers in Manchuria who were leftists were being "disappeared" by their officers
in the early 1930s. That factory women in the cities were sometimes forced into sexual
relationships by their supervisors. That the author Kobayashi, when he moved to Tokyo in 1931,
noticed that many working people had time to read only while standing on the train on their way
to work, so he adjusted his style accordingly. And that Christians in Japan, despite being less
than 1% of the population, were important in the socialist and labor movements, but their
representations in proletarian literature were scarce and, in this anthology, negative.The
generous selection of writing by Kobayashi was appreciated; it's rare to find so many works by
him in one anthology. Unlike his many non-proletarian contemporaries (Ryunosuke Akutagawa,
Masuji Ibuse, Yasunari Kawabata, Naoya Shiga, Junichiro Tanizaki, Osamu Dazai and Kafu
Nagai), Kobayashi's short fiction hasn't been easily available in English in one volume.It's too
bad no examples could be found of writing focused on the burakumin class, a group at the
bottom of Japan's social order -- in a book on dignity and justice, surely they merited some
attention. It would've been nice to read short fiction by Taiko Hirabayashi, omitted from the
collection. Or a prominent early work by Ineko Sata, From the Caramel Factory (1928). Or more
fiction by Takako Nakamoto, who the editors said has yet to receive the critical attention she
deserves. It was unclear why one work translated from Korean was included in this book. The
collection contained mostly writers who were CP members or sympathizers -- were there no
writers of fiction from elsewhere on the left?For this reader, the many essays were much less
interesting than the fiction. Most of them were excruciating to read -- despite editorial attempts to
cut them down -- and it seemed to me that most of their concerns could've been summarized in
the editors' introductions instead of taking up space in the collection. Exceptions were "The Path
to Proletarian Realism" by Korehito Kurahara, which tried to distinguish proletarian realism from
bourgeois realism, and short excerpts by Takiji Kobayashi, Yuriko Miyamoto and a few
others.Many of the economic problems described in harrowing detail by the fiction writers in this
book were improved only after Japan's defeat in World War II and Allied occupation. The
postwar years finally saw the implementation of land reform, democratization and economic
liberalization, including the disbanding of many family-controlled financial cliques, the allowance
of trade unions and female suffrage, and the abolition of formal controls on freedom of
speech.For the sake of comparison, an anthology of U.S. writing from the same period is
Proletarian Literature in the United States (1935).”
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