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Abstract of Doctoral Dissertation

Representations of the Female Body in Japanese Literature by Women Writers:
Intersections between Literature, Culture, and Gender and Sexuality

This dissertation explores representations of experiences of the female body such as,
menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, mothering and sexuality in a selection
of literary texts (poetry and fiction) by three contemporary Japanese authors: Tokyo jima
B AR5 (Tokyo island, 2008) by Kirino Natsuo #iZFE 4 (b. 1951), “Kanoko goroshi”
71/ F# L (“Killing Kanoko” 1985; trans. 2009) and other poems and texts by Itd
Hiromi (7%t 23 (b. 1955), and Chichi to ran $L & 90 (Breasts and eggs, 2007) by
Kawakami Mieko JI| ERBEF (b. 1976). This thesis aims to give an account of the
representation of the female body engaging with sociocultural myths and ideals vis-a-vis
motherhood, gender, and body issues in the selected works. In order to do so, I read,
interpret and analyze their works from a gender and feminist perspective. I introduce ways
of reading these literary works that tie to important concepts in Western feminist
critique— particularly in relation to embodiment and gender—and existing scholarship on
Japanese literature, criticism and gender.

In addition, this thesis aims to develop alternative ways of re-signifying our bodies,
moving towards body empowerment and self-esteem. My personal engagement with the
selected texts through feminist theory and reader-response criticism serves as an example
of how literature can help us make sense of our own embodied experiences and develop a
more positive relationship with our bodies.

Kirino, Itdo and Kawakami are diverse in style and content, yet I claim they share a
literary gaze that moves away from conventional and idealistic depictions of the female
body and mothering. Their works challenge gender stereotypes and norms; specifically, the
normative, causal links between sex, gender, and social expectations and ideas regarding
the role of women and mothers restricted to private spheres like the home and family life.
They do so by narrating the lives of women characters (albeit cis-gendered and
able-bodied); paying special attention to their bodies as an intrinsic part of their
subjectivity. Together, they reconfigure the female body as leaky and fluid, problematize
the theme of agency, and depict female body experiences and mothering in all its
ambivalence and complexity.
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Chapter One

Introduction: the female body, women writers and feminism

1.1. Literature for body empowerment and self-esteem

The subject of embodiment—/iving in our bodies, body image, representations of
bodily experiences, body politics, and cultural attitudes towards the body —remains timely
and important as the control over our bodies continues to take so many different shapes.
Sociocultural ideals and myths regarding one’s body and gender have a direct impact on
our attempts to make sense of who we are, our ways of being in the world, our self-esteem
and our very agency.

I find connections between current sociocultural expectations and ideals pinned to our
bodies and gender, and the pervasiveness of body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. A
negative body image is linked to body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem and, even if not
exclusively, it is women who are more likely to struggle with body issues than men (See:
Nielson et al.; Bordo; Miller L; Orbach; Grogan). This problem is closer rather than
distant. I know of a number of stories coming from my own family, friends, and
acquaintances about body dissatisfaction and low self-esteem. These are manifested via
cosmetic surgeries, regular waxing, pregnant women or new mothers feeling ugly and
unsexy, dieting and exercising to achieve an ideal body size and weight, not being able to
leave the house without makeup, eating disorders, self-harming, domestic violence, among
others. All of the above are indicators of sociocultural body control and how it clashes
with our very agency.

I am personally engaged with these issues. I have caught myself feeling self-conscious

when | have not waxed in a while, and I struggle with my self-image during pregnancy and



post-partum. I have issues embracing my vulnerabilities and weaknesses as I try to be a
perfect mother, even though I claim in my writings that the “perfect mother” is an
unattainable fiction that does not exist in reality. Through my research, I attempt not only
to understand body dissatisfaction, body control, low self-esteem, the mythologization and
idealization of motherhood, but also to find alternative ways to re-signify our bodies,
develop positive body images and re-negotiate gender roles and norms. Ultimately, I want
to feel more comfortable in my own skin, and I want my daughter to grow up feeling
comfortable with her body and with who she is.

I have found in a selection of Japanese literature possibilities for readings and
interpretations that bring us closer to body empowerment and self-esteem. This
dissertation explores the representations of experiences of the female body, such as
menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, mothering, and sexuality, in a selection
of literary texts (poetry and fiction) by three contemporary Japanese authors: Tokyo jima

BB (Tokyo Island, 2008) by Kirino Natsuo HiZFE 4 (b. 1951), “Kanoko goroshi”
71/ FF#% L (“Killing Kanoko” 1985; trans. 2009) and other poems and texts by Ito
Hiromi {F##LL 235 (b. 1955), and Chichi to ran $L & JF (Breasts and eggs, 2007) by

Kawakami Mieko )I| LR (b. 1976).

I selected these texts because they are feminist, liberated writings that place the
experiences of the female body at the center of their narratives. Kirino, [tdo and Kawakami
are diverse in style and content, yet I claim they share a literary gaze that moves away
from conventional and idealistic depictions of the female body and mothering, hence the
selected works can be considered feminist. Their works challenge gender stereotypes and
norms; specifically, the normative, causal links between sex, gender, and social
expectations and ideas regarding the role of women and mothers restricted to private

spheres like the home and family life. They do so by narrating the lives of women



characters; paying special attention to their bodies as not merely as objects but as an
intrinsic part of their subjectivity. Therefore, I claim that through a feminist approach,
these authors can help readers in their quest for a more positive relationship with their
bodies. My own personal engagement with these texts, featured in the Afterword, serves as
an example of how literature can help us make sense of our embodied experiences.

Given that issues concerning body dissatisfaction, low self-esteem, and idealized
motherhood and womanhood are framed within patriarchal culture and gender systems,
adopting a feminist approach to address these issues in the literary works is appropriate.'
The expression “patriarchal culture” —a culture of institutionalized sexism—denotes that
“patriarchal thinking shapes the values of our culture;” patriarchal thinking or
“psychological patriarchy” does not function exclusively at the sociopolitical level, but
also shapes and is shaped by the cultural and personal dimensions (hooks, Will 23;
Feminism ix). In literature, “‘a feminist approach” is often referred to as feminist literary
criticism. In general, a feminist approach is informed by feminist theory; it stresses
intersectionality —that is, the interconnectedness of different sources and types of
oppression. One of the problems of reducing feminism to a “women versus men” model is
losing sight of all the diversity and complexity within and beyond the very categories of
“women” and “men.” In this regard, hooks offers this valuable insight: “Men do oppress
women. People are hurt by rigid sexist role patterns. These two realities coexist. Male
oppression of women cannot be excused by the recognition that there are ways men are

hurt by rigid sexist roles. Feminist activists should acknowledge that hurt, and work to

' The term “patriarchy” was originally used in anthropology to describe “a social system in which
authority is invested in the male head of the household (the patriarch) and other male elders in the
kinship group” (Longhurst et al. 25). It is now often used in different fields to refer to a generalized
subordination of women; men (as a group) have a higher socioeconomic power than women (as a
group) (25). I find bell hooks’ explanation useful: “Patriarchy is a political-social system that
insists that males are inherently dominating, superior to everything and everyone deemed weak,
especially females, and endowed with the right to dominate and rule over the weak and to maintain
that dominance through various forms of psychological terrorism and violence” (Will 18).



change it—it exists” (hooks, Will 26). While pursuing gender equality and focusing
largely, but not exclusively, on women’s issues, feminism does not aim to reproduce or
invert the oppressive structures that it challenges, but rather, it shows that patriarchy,
sexism and rigid gender norms and roles affect us all, and that feminism is for everybody
(hooks Feminism).

My quest towards body empowerment and self-esteem is an attempt to change one of
the ways we have been hurt by patriarchal culture and its fixed gender norms and roles.
My quest for body empowerment and self-esteem in literature by Japanese women writers
follows to some extent the spirit and intention of Claudia Tate’s Black Women Writers at
Work (1983). Here, she claims that the fourteen writers she interviewed seem to agree on
the idea that “women must assume responsibility for strengthening their self-esteem by
learning to love and appreciate themselves” (xxiii gtd. in Hill Collins 115). In Tate’s study,
she identifies self and individual empowerment in connection to change at the community
level, while also stressing that “change can also occur in the private, personal space of an
individual woman’s consciousness” (Hill Collins 118). Discussions of empowerment and
change deal with the question of agency versus determination.

Tate writes that the heroine of her literary study recognizes ‘“‘her inability to alter the
situation;” that is, the outer circumstances or boundaries, but at the same time, learns to
exceed them by “knowing where they lie. In this regard, she teaches her readers a great
deal about constructing a meaningful life in the midst of chaos and contingencies, armed
with nothing more than her intellect and emotions” (Tate xxiv qtd. in Hill Collins 118).
Tate’s study shows that personal empowerment is possible through self-knowledge: “real
power comes from the personal; our real insights about living come from that deep
knowledge within us that arises from our feelings” (Tate 106). Similarly, in this

dissertation, I aim to highlight the interactions between the personal and the sociocultural



in relation to our bodies. I reiterate that I pursue this literary engagement not only to
understand the representation of the female body and its myths and ideals, but also to
identify possibilities for re-signifying and transforming our body experiences in relation to
gender roles and norms. In other words, this thesis is about making sense of our own
embodied experiences—at the personal and sociocultural levels—through a feminist

reading of a selection of Japanese women writers.

1.2. Theoretical framework: myths, sex/gender and embodiment

The works of Kirino, [to and Kawakami rely on feminist criticism—sometimes
mocking it, and often going beyond its legacy. Their texts do not display the female body
necessarily as the locus of reproduction and/or maternal instinct, yet they do display how
these ideas still constrain our culture of embodiment, and affect the subjectivities of their
characters. These authors do not idealize motherhood as the sole reason for women to
exist; yet, in their works, we can read how this idealization lurks behind their plots and
characters. Within the different experiences of the female body, representations of the
maternal body (pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding) and motherhood are prominent in
all three selected works. In this regard, some of the major themes that will be addressed
throughout the following analysis are the myth of motherhood and mother-child relations;
the leaky body (body fluids); beauty ideals and sociocultural norms; and agency and
choice.

In our cultural consciousness, motherhood is persistently idealized, mythologized and
naturalized (Nakayama 147). This thesis’s selected authors move nearer to and farther
from the ideal mother. The image of “nearer to, or farther from” indicates the paradox of
moving away from the ideal and criticizing it, but at the same time—in order to do

so—having to engage with it, and thus move nearer to it. The ideal mother— understood as



a deterministic and essentialist vision of what a mother should be or do—fails to recognize
gender and sexual diversity, and the multiple shapes mothering can actually take. Each of
these authors contribute a specific, alternative depiction of the female body experience,
and when read together, they complement each other. As well as providing a sense of
liberation from fixed ideals, they offer a glimpse at all the multiplicity and complexity of
the maternal body in particular and the female body in general.

This dissertation primarily deals with ideals and sociocultural myths in relation to the
female body, motherhood and gender. The first meaning of myths indicates an attempt to
“explain reality,” and often claim universal status. A second meaning alludes to
“misconceptions.” In Barthes’ terms, myths are “culture masquerading as nature” (Felski,
The Limits 74). Myths “transform history into nature...what causes mythical speech to be
uttered is perfectly explicit, but it is immediately frozen into something natural” (Barthes,
Mythologies 128). Moreover, myths have the “task of giving an historical intention a
natural justification, and making contingency appear eternal” (142). Hence,
mythologization and naturalization go hand-in-hand, and a gender perspective allows both
demythologizing and denaturalizing sociocultural and historical contingencies. Myths also
produce sociocultural ideals. An ideal represents a “desirable situation,” something “better

L]

than reality,” thus it prescribes how something “should be.” Ideals exist only in our
imagination, hence they are neither likely to be nor become a reality—ideals are
unattainable. For this reason, the beauty ideal or the ideal mother, for instance, does not
exist in reality.

Our very understanding of the terms ‘sex” and ‘gender’ is often affected by myths and

ideals about ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ themselves. Thus, there is a need to clarify these terms.

Their use vary in different scientific and social fields and also often differ from the



standard definitions found in everyday dictionaries.> Already in some of the meanings of
these broad definitions we can identify how these terms have been constrained by binary
thought; as they embody a distinction between biology and society, nature and culture, and
are limited to the male/female dichotomy.’ In the 1970s different representatives from the
second-wave of feminism, such as Simone de Beauvoir, as well as sexologists John Money
and Anke Ehrhard, argued for the distinction between sex and gender: “sex represented the
body’s anatomy and physiological workings and gender represented the social forces that
molded behavior” (Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 4). This distinction was meant to debunk
biological determinism. It was “intended to dispute the biology-is-destiny formulation”
and to argue that “whatever biological intractability sex appears to have, gender is
culturally constructed: hence, gender is neither the causal result of sex nor as seemingly
fixed as sex” (Butler, Gender 8). This distinction has been reflected upon extensively, and
different scholars and thinkers have pointed out both its merits (for example, see Beauvoir;
Rubin) and its problems (for example, see Butler; Fausto-Sterling).

The conception of sex as a given, fixed biological fact has been questioned by
third-wave or post-structural feminist thinkers such as Judith Butler and experts in biology
and gender development such as Anne Fausto-Sterling. This critique comes together with

the conception of gender as performative—gender is not only already embodied, but it is

* For example, according to the English Oxford Living Dictionary, gender refers to “either of the
two sexes (male and female). especially when considered with reference to social and cultural
differences rather than biological ones. The term is also used more broadly to denote a range of
identities that do not correspond to established ideas of male and female™ (“Gender”). And the
same dictionary describes sex as “either of the two main categories (male and female) into which
humans and most other living things are divided on the basis of their reproductive functions”
(“Sex™).

* In addition, Butler challenges the supposed correspondence between sex and gender: “Even if the
sexes appear to be unproblematically binary in their morphology and constitution (which will
become a question), there is no reason to assume that genders ought also to remain as two. The
presumption of a binary gender system implicitly retains the belief in a mimeltic relation of gender
to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted by it. When the constructed status of
gender is theorized as radically independent of sex, gender itself becomes a free-floating artifice,
with the consequence that man and masculine might as easily signify a female body as a male one,
and woman and feminine a male body as easily as a female one.” (Gender 9)



always “a kind of a doing, an incessant activity performed” (Butler, Undoing 1). In
addition, Butler writes: “if the immutable character of sex is contested, perhaps this
construct called ‘sex’ is as culturally constructed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always
already gender, with the consequence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out
to be no distinction at all” (Gender 9-10). While blurring the boundaries of this distinction
and aiming to give a non-dualistic account of the body, Butler still asks about the
materiality of the body, about the processes in which “sex is understood as that which only
bears cultural constructions and, therefore, cannot be a construction” (Bodies 28;
Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 22). Both Butler and Fausto-Sterling agree on the necessity of
dealing with the material body: our hormones, genes, and other body parts and
physiological traits that have been used to differentiate bodies between male and female
(Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 22).

This dissertation also recognizes this need, and therefore deals with specific
experiences of the female body. Yet, as these scholars remind us, if we look at the body as
a pre-discursive, natural, given entity that exists prior to sociocultural discourses about
gender (that is, about male and female), “we discover that matter is fully sedimented with
discourses on sex and sexuality that prefigure and constrain the uses to which that term can
be put” (Butler, Bodies 29). In Fausto-Sterling’s words, “the idea of the material comes to
us already tainted, containing within it preexisting ideas about sexual difference” (Sexing
23). This recognition of sex as already embedded with gender meanings leads to
understanding the body as a sociocultural, discursive construction as well.

To elaborate more on the connection between embodiment and gender, and between
bodily processes and social structures, Connell explains that,

Gender relations form a particular social structure, refer to particular features

of bodies, and gender practices form a circuit between them... gender involves



a cluster of human social practices—including child care, birthing, sexual

interaction—which deploy human bodies’ capacities to engender, to give birth,

to give milk, to give and receive sexual pleasure. We can only begin to

understand gender if we understand how closely the social and the bodily

processes mesh. (68)
The recognition of the interplay between bodily, gendered, biological and sociocultural
domains closes the supposed gap between the sex/gender dichotomy (Connell 43). Since
the sex/gender opposition can be considered a “recasting of the distinction between the
body, or what is biological and natural, and the mind, or what is social and ideological”
(Grosz 17), and in an attempt to undermine such distinction, I privilege the use of gender
and refrain from making a clear division between the sex and gender. Moreover, when we
bring the discussion of sex/gender to the Japanese context, this distinction is also blurred in
the use of the term seibetsu 451/ —as it can refer to both sex and/or gender.*

Fausto-Sterling’s clarifications in Sex/Gender: Biology in a Social World work as an
example of how to use these terms separately while recognizing their mutual interplay that
makes it impossible to draw a clear cut line between them. She explains that there are
multiple meanings of gender; it may refer to one’s identity (gender identity) and
self-presentation (gender expression) or also to *“social structures that differentiate men
from women” (binary gender system) (5). Also, Fausto-Sterling uses the term “sex” to
refer to “the body and/or individual behaviors” (Sex/Gender 6). In her words, an individual
“has a sex (male, female, not designated, other); but they engage with the world via a

variety of social, gender conventions” (6). The female body is not only an indicator of

* In Japanese, the word sei £ has multiple meanings: ‘sex,’ ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ (Suganuma
and Welker: Yamaguchi 549.). Seibetsu “literally, ‘distinction between sei,” can indicate sex and
gender, as well as sexual or gender difference” (Suganuma and Welker). It is also important to
mention that in Japanese we find jenda >° = >~ % —; the loan word for ‘gender,” and other related
terms that exceed the scope of this dissertation, such as jenda furi > = > % —=7 1 — (‘gender
free’; see: Yamaguchi), and x-jenda X = > % — (‘x-gender,” see: Dale “Introduction™).
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one’s sex, and it is not an essentialist category in itself because it already has to do with
one’s behaviors and with different cultural meanings about gender.

I refer to “embodiment” when characterizing Kirino’s, Itd’s and Kawakami’s literary
depictions of different female body experiences: “embodied survival,” “poetic
embodiment and healing words” and “embodying beauty, reproduction and agency,”
respectively. Borrowing Iris Marion Young’s words, this study also aims “to describe
embodied being-in-the-world through modalities of sexual and gender difference” (7).
Hence, gender-specific embodiment becomes a linking thread throughout this dissertation.
The term “embodiment” already captures the idea of representation in terms of making
something visible, through literature, in this case. It also conveys the meaning of “giving
human form” to something else—hence, it already hints at the human body or to our
corporeal experiences. It combines the material, symbolic, and discursive dimensions of
the body, which is precisely what catches my interest. According to Tolman et al.,
“embodiment refers to the experience of living in, perceiving, and experiencing the world
from the very specific location of our bodies” (760). In academic fields, embodiment
“refers to two distinct processes or phenomena: being embodied and embodying the social”
(761)—hence, it also addresses the personal or individual, and sociocultural dimensions.’

The use of terms such as embodied subjectivity, experiences of the female body, or
lived bodily experience aim to reconfigure the body not only as a physical or biological
entity, but also as a living part of who we are, and of our ways of inhabiting the world

(Grosz; Young). The notion of the /ived body is understood as “the body insofar as it is

> Scholarship on embodiment spans a wide range of disciplines (sociology, antropology, literature,
cultural studies, feminist studies, gender and sexuality studies, psychology, education, among
others) (Tolman et al. 759). In embodiment studies, the following concepts are relevant:
‘phenomenological body’ (see: Merleau-Ponty: Grosz; Young) ‘social inscription’ and ‘inscribed
embodiment’ (see: Bartky; Foucault; Bordo: Young: Butler). Also, despite their prominent place in
embodiment studies, the following theories: Alcoff’s ‘visible identities,” Gatens’s ‘bodily
imaginaries’ and Haraway’s ‘cyborg bodies,” exceed the scope of this dissertation. Many of these
concepts and theories are based on the work of Foucault and Butler (Tolman et al. 761-762).
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represented and used in specific ways in particular cultures” (Grosz 18). Furthermore, the
body is not simply a biological object, but it is rather understood as a “social and
discursive object, a body bound up in the order of desire, signification and power” (19).
This particular understanding of the body is useful for both analyzing body representations
and making sense of our personal embodiment.

In addition to Butler and Fausto-Sterling, feminist philosophers Elizabeth Grosz, Iris
Marion Young, Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva, among others, also provide some of the
theoretical grounds for this dissertation.® In particular, the works on volatile bodies
(Grosz), female body experience (Young), mechanic or metaphoric of fluids (Irigaray) and
abjection (Kristeva) provide an understanding of the body as leaky and fluid, and are also
centered on the female body. In general, the history of the male-female dichotomy
underlies the understanding of women as ‘“more biological, more corporeal, and more
natural than men” (Grosz 14; qtd in Tolman et al. 763). For this reason, feminists have had
to develop alternatives to “recognize women’s corporeality without eliding into a
naturalized, reductionist, essentialized mind-body dualism that attributes minds to men and
bodies to women” (Tolman et al. 763). One of the main characteristics of feminist
understandings of the body is the rejection of the nature versus nurture model of human

development, and the mind-body dichotomy that has served to justify “hard-wired sexual

® The works of Grosz and Young have been informed by Merleau-Ponty’s pioneering work on
embodiment in Phenomenology of Perception. For Merleau-Ponty, the [lived body is a
“body-subject” and he claims that the body is capable of direct experience and knowledge (Tolman
et al. 761). Therefore, he restores the epistemological value of experience, and argues that all
experience is bodily. In fact, his work has influenced not only theories of embodiment, in general,
but also feminist theories of embodiment, in particular. Butler points out that the term embodiment
in Merleau-Ponty’s theory (as well as in Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s) “tends to figure “the” body as a
mode of incarnation and, hence, to preserve the external and dualistic relationship between a
signifying immateriality and the materiality of the body itself” (Gender 209). Young and Irigaray
have claimed that his approach is “based around an elided masculinity” (Ahmed “Embodying”
185). Yet, other feminist thinkers. like Ahmed, claim that, “his failure to address (sexual)
difference is structural to his model of inter-embodiment as a generalized ‘sharing between bodies’™™
(185).
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difference” while simultaneously “respecting the materiality and situatedness of women’s
bodies as they intersect with other structural contexts” (Tolman et al. 764).

Grosz uses the image of the “Mdbius strip” to illustrate the indissoluble relationship
between the mind and the body, as well as the interior and exterior of the subject (Grosz,
Volatile xii; Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 24-25; Toman et al. 764).” This strip shows “the
inflection of mind into body and body into mind, the ways in which, through a kind of
twisting or inversion, one side becomes another” (Grosz xii). In addition, we may think of
one side of the strip as the body (brain, muscles, organs, hormones and more) and the other
side, as culture and experience (Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 24). This image implies the
continuity between the inside and the outside as “one can move from one to the other
without ever lifting one’s feet off the ground” (24).

We may think of the leaky body in a similar way. As Grosz explains, “body fluids
attest to the permeability of the body, its necessary dependence on an outside, its liability
to collapse into this outside (this is what death implies), to the perilous divisions between
the body’s inside and its outside” (193). The literary depictions of body fluids stand out in
the works of Kirino, Itdo and Kawakami and therefore they will be further explored in the
next chapters.

Feminist theories of embodiment also deal with the articulation of specific ways in
which gender norms and ideals are enforced, or how bodies are “socially inscribed as
female-male or feminine-masculine” (Tolman et al. 764). For example, sculpting our
bodies through dieting, makeup, exercise, clothing, or cosmetic surgeries, or our attempts
to alter menstruation often reflect dominant sociocultural norms, ideals and disciplinary

practices (764). In this regard, Susan Bordo’s work on eating problems, exercise and

7 A Mobius strip is ““a flat ribbon twisted once and then attached end to end to form a circular
twisted surface™ (Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 24). Imagine an ant walking along it: the ant starts
walking on the outside but without lifting its fegs from the surface it ends up walking on the inside
(24).
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media images, Naomi Wolf’s concept of the beauty myth, and Young’s meditations on
both the menstrual and breasted experiences are particularly useful. The works of Kirino,
Ito and Kawakami offer different literary depictions of personal/individual ways of living
bodies being affected by sociocultural norms. Therefore, themes related to bodily
inscription of sociocultural norms will also be explored throughout the literary analysis in
the next chapters.

Kirino, Itd and Kawakami also problematize the question of agency and choice.
Moreover, agency is key to move towards body empowerment and self-esteem. However,
if the body is discursively constructed and controlled by sociocultural myths, ideals and
norms, is the embodied subject doomed to obey? Tolman et al. explain that,

Agency can range from conscious resistance to oppressive forces or cultural

constraints to survival strategies that are neither transformative not meant to be.

Agency has been conceptualized as ‘strategies’ of action, ranging from

unconscious capitulation that does not intend resistance to the much more

deliberate and organized resistances people engage in because they have the
agency to do so. Furthermore, agency can be exercised as accommodation to, or
resistance toward, norms and structures that manage, control and discipline the

body. (767)

Grosz suggests that the /ived body is a site of contestation and resistance, a site of agency
and choice. She argues that what is at stake in the study of the female body is, “the activity
and agency, the mobility and social space, accorded to women. Far from being an inert,
passive, non-cultural and ahistorical term, the body may be seen as the crucial term, the
site of contestation, in a series of economic, political, sexual and intellectual struggles”
(Grosz 19). In this quote Grosz limits the study of the female body to the experiences of

women, and for the purpose of this thesis, this affirmation remains valid as it is limited to
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somehow normative gender experiences, and the selected literary texts also focus on
cis-gendered, able-bodied women characters. However, even if exceeding the scope of this
thesis, it is worth noting the existing scholarship of both feminist and queer theories of
embodiment that have looked at even more diverse experiences, such as inter-sexed,
transgendered and disabled (See: Butler, Undoing; Salamon; Sedgwick). Feminism has
also been the center of critiques of “the historical association of the body with a range of
‘lesser” individuals and statuses” grounded in the notion of intersectionality, “‘whereby
every corporeal body is situated within, constructed, and experienced through interlocking
and inseparable standpoints constituted by specific structural realities and meanings”
(Tolman et al. 763-764). Therefore, feminist and queer theories of embodiment regard
difference—in terms of race, class, sex/gender, sexuality, and able-bodiedness—“as
embedded in the flesh, situated in bodies constructed through culturally and historically

specific discourses” (764).

1.3. Outline and methodology: feminist literary analysis and reader-response
criticism

Up to this point, this introduction has dealt with the dissertation’s “why”—the
motivations, significance, and some of the theoretical background of this research. I have
introduced this dissertation’s main aim: to give an account of the representation of
experiences of the female body engaging with sociocultural myths and ideals vis-a-vis
motherhood, gender, and body issues in the selected works by Kirino, 1to and Kawakami.
In order to do so, I read, interpret and analyze their works from a gender and feminist
perspective. I also introduced a secondary purpose to this dissertation: to develop
alternative ways of re-signifying our bodies, moving towards body empowerment and

self-esteem. In order to do so, I not only use feminist theory but also engage with the
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literary works from a reader-response point of view. In this section I will present the
“how” and “what” —the methodology or paths to reach those goals, and also an outline of
this dissertation’s contents. The next two sections of this introductory chapter are a
historical view on women’s writings in Japan, in which I address the links between gender
and literature, and an introduction of the profiles of the authors Kirino, Itd and Kawakami.

Chapter Two, “Embodied survival by Kirino Natsuo,” Chapter Three, “Poetic
embodiment and healing words by Itd Hiromi,” and Chapter Four, “Embodying beauty,
reproduction and agency by Kawakami Mieko,” offer a close reading of their texts from a
gender and feminist perspective. The specific order in which the authors and their works
are introduced follows their birthdate: from elder to younger. I also take into consideration
the form and genre of these texts. The first work analyzed is Kirino’s Tokyo jima and the
last one is Kawakami’s Chichi to ran. Both are works of fiction, published for the first
time in 2007 and were awarded prestigious literary prizes. Also, in these chapters I carry
on a theme-based literary analysis grounded on a single literary work. Due to these shared
characteristics, they are like the cover and the back cover of my analysis. In between, I
analyze [t0’s “Kanoko goroshi” —a prose-poem written in 1985, and published in English
in 2009 —together with other poems and essays, including one of her more recent works
Onna no issho Z®—%4 (2014). 1td’s literature can be rendered as autobiographical
prose-poetry thus it sharply contrasts Kirino’s and Kawakami’s novels. This chapter is like
the different pages of a book that take us through different points in time, genres and
works of literature.

The specific order of the literary analysis also conditions the reader’s overall journey.
We start in Kirino’s far away, imagined, deserted island: the island of Tokyo in which she
demythologizes the patriarchal myth. Then, we move towards a more subjective,

psychological and emotional site that does not seem to be anchored in a specific location:
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Ito’s depictions of abject and joyous experiences that undermine the symbolic masculine
order. Finally, we end up in the midst of family dynamics between three women from
Osaka in the city of Tokyo, in which Kawakami problematizes cultural and economical
mechanisms that control the female body and fix gender roles in a male-dominated society.
Therefore, one of the merits of reading these three authors together is that they offer
different stories that complement each other in order to build a larger picture—that by no
means is exhaustive—of what it means, or perhaps let us imagine how it feels, to live in
female and maternal bodies, and as a woman—albeit cis-gendered and able-bodied—in a
patriarchal culture, in general, and in Japanese society, in particular.

The general strategy used to approach these literary works consists of identifying
different themes prominent in their plots and narratives that are also major preoccupations
within feminist discourse (Angles, “Reclaiming” 51). Therefore, I introduce ways of
reading these texts that tie to important concepts in Western feminist critique— particularly
in relation to embodiment and gender—such as Elizabeth Grosz, Iris Marion Young,
Judith Butler, Anne Fausto-Sterling, Luce Irigaray, Hélene Cixous, Julia Kristeva, Susan
Bordo, Emily Martin, and existing scholarship on Japanese literature and gender, such as
Ueno Chizuko FEFT#8F, Ohinata Masami K H [A]f3£, Saito Minako FiEELSF,
Rebecca Copeland, Amanda Seaman, and Sharalyn Orbaugh among others. Thus, this
thesis interweaves Western feminist and gender critique with Japanese literature and
criticism. This dissertation’s primary sources are the literary works written by the authors
both in their original and translated versions (when available), and also interviews and
commentaries by the authors. I use different types of secondary sources with two purposes
in mind: to deepen the understanding of a theme and show its treatment within feminist
and gender studies, and also, to contextualize certain themes in Japanese society, culture

and history.
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Despite this general strategy each chapter turns out to be rather different from each
other due to the particularities of each author’s work and their narratives, as well as the
available scholarship regarding not only the selected texts, but also the different emerging
themes in their works. In Chapter Two, “Embodied survival by Kirino Natsuo,” I rely on
the original Japanese edition of Tokyo jima and the major themes explored in this chapter
are particularly anchored in the story’s development: sexuality, pregnancy and childbirth,
and motherhood. In Chapter Three, “Poetic embodiment and healing words by Ito
Hiromi,” I rely on the original Japanese and also on the English translation of *“Kanoko
goroshi” and other poems by Jeffrey Angles. Unlike Kirino’s case, Itd’s work and its
depiction of the female body has been discussed by Angles and other scholars, and
therefore I include their scholarly analysis of her work, in addition to her own discussion
of her work. Another feature of this chapter is its structure. It first offers a theme-based
inter-textual analysis of “Kanoko goroshi” that touches upon abortion, infanticide,
maternal love, maternal pleasure, and breastfeeding, among others. Then, I focus on the
themes of pregnancy and childbirth in other poems and texts by Itd. Lastly, I look at the
links between her poetry and healing in one of her more recent works Onna no issho
(2014) in which she revisits some of her previous texts. Finally, in Chapter Four,
“Embodying beauty, reproduction and agency by Kawakami Mieko,” 1 offer a
theme-based analysis of Chichi to ran, relying largely on the Japanese version and
providing my own English translations with a few exceptions. The general themes
explored are menstruation, breasts and body image, and motherhood.

In these three chapters, I underline the individual contributions of the selected authors
in their portrayals of the experience of the female body and motherhood, but in Chapter
Five “Conclusions: A comparative view of female embodiment™ I focus on the merits of

reading their works together. Here, I articulate the ways in which these authors offer new
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ways of thinking about and experiencing the female body, and also offer feminist critiques
of gender systems and the myth of motherhood. I bring Kirino, Itd and Kawakami together
through a comparative analysis and commentary on how they write about female
embodiment in their own terms, and at the same time, problematize one’s agency in
connection to dominant and rigid gender norms and ideals. In this chapter, I
compartmentalize the key takeaways from the authors’ works regarding the female body
experience by addressing the following common themes: menstruation and menopause, the
maternal body: pregnancy, childbirth and breastfeeding, motherhood and mother-child
relationships, commodification of the female body and beauty myths, and ecofeminism.

In the Afterword, “Literature and life,” I transition from a gender/feminist perspective
to a reader response one, in order to delve into my own “implication and involvement” in
the selected texts exploring how and why they matter to me (Felski, “After Suspicion” 31).
In Felski’s words, I attempt to move towards what she calls “positive aesthetics,” and
“neo-phenomenology,” an orientation “‘toward examining the intricate play of perception,
interpretation, and affective orientation that constitutes aesthetic response” (31). In the
end, I will write about being engaged with the texts affectively, elaborating on how my
embodied experiences, especially of menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding,
mothering and sexuality, shaped my readings and vice-versa. This closing exercise
exemplifies how literature can help us make sense of our embodied experience and is an
important part of my own process towards body empowerment and self-esteem.

The process of circumscribing this thesis to Kirino, Itd and Kawakami began with
several initial questions. I looked through different anthologies and wondered if a feminist
depiction of the female body would be included or excluded from these. Which authors
deal with the themes of body and sexuality? Is there any writer who focuses on body

empowerment and self-esteem? What genre and time periods are appropriate? How many
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authors should I choose? Why not choose a larger, more diverse selection of writers (for
instance, transgendered, inter-sexed and/or disabled authors? Or feminist men writers?)
Every selection is a process of inclusion and exclusion. I began with a reading list of
roughly thirty authors. Then, narrowed it down to five authors, and after balancing my own
possibilities and limitations [ decided on Kirino, Ito and Kawakami. I decided to favor
explicit depictions of bodily experiences and their feminist potential over consistencies in
genre and time, but in the end, I selected works that spoke to me, works with which I could
engage affectively. Yet, I still find it important to introduce a larger body of works by
other writers that also depict female body experiences and offer alternatives to idealized
motherhood. This list of authors and their works is presented in the Appendix, “Further
readings and literary climate.” Hence, as a whole, | hope this dissertation contributes to a
deeper appreciation of the literary climate in which a group of women writers are writing,

what are they writing about, and why are they doing so.

1.4. On women’s writings: gender, literature and history

By limiting this dissertation to women writers | am confronted with the question of
gender and literature, and categorizing works by gender. The selection of authors is not
solely based on their gender but on their particular feminist depictions of the female and
maternal body. Yet, the question remains: does it matter whether the author is a woman? |
will argue that it does. The treatment of women’s writings in academia is filled with
apologies and warnings because of what Moi calls “intellectual schizophrenia™: on the one
hand, we are reading women writers, and on the other, we think that “the author is dead,
and that the very word ‘woman’ is theoretically dodgy” (264). The resistance to focus on
women’s writings due to a fear of essentializing or universalizing female experiences is

related to the rise of post-structuralism, explicitly to the ideas contained in Barthes’s essay
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“The Death of the Author” (1977), Foucault’s essay “What is an Author,” and Judith
Butler’s critique to the very category of ‘woman’ (Gender), and the currents of thought
they represent (Moi 261-262). In order to elaborate on why an author’s gender still
matters, [ will follow Hemmann’s move, and I will align myself with Felski's perspective
in this discussion (19):
Most feminist critics would not agree that all interest in authorship is politically
suspect. When we think about how often female authors have been disparaged,
trivialized, or ignored, this case seems hard to sustain. Of course, any critic who
sees the author’s gender as the alpha and omega of literary meaning does veer
dangerously close to criticism as theology. But we can think of gender as one
important layer in a work rather than as a magical key that will deliver the
ultimate truth and clear up all ambiguity. Neither does talk about authors require
us to believe that we can fully recover the author’s real intentions and that these
intentions decree once and for all what a work must mean. (Literature 62)
In agreement with Felski, I think the author’s gender does not elucidate a text’s meaning,
yet it is one layer of the work—an important one—that allows a better understanding of its
literary production and reception. In addition, when studying the female body, women
authors often draw on their own experience or bring in a subjective perspective, which I
find valuable®* Orbaugh succinctly phrases the significance of the body in literature

written by women authors:

* Hartley writes: “the biological experience of motherhood remains a critical juncture in the lives
of many women, and one that writers who are both women and mothers regularly refer to in the
‘concealed form of autobiography’ that is their fiction. These narratives are often informed and
given substance by the intense physicality of the maternal experience, an experience which, in spite
of the advances of reproductive technology. remains unavailable to the ‘male’ writer. as it does (o
women who have not experienced motherhood. This is not to say that men, or women who are not
mothers, are unable 1o acess the social role of mother” (“Writing” 295).
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This body I inhabit and experience as real is the physical receiver/performer of

all the abstract policies made by patriarchal institutions. The political and the

ideological for women often boil down to the physical and the personal. As the

late Audre Lorde, among others, has pointed out: for women, far more than for

men, the body is the political battleground; the personal is the political. It is not

surprising, then, that fiction by women constantly returns to the female body as a

source of a metaphor, a locus of structural analogy. (“The Body” 124-125)

It is not a coincidence, then, that in my attempt to focus on explicit depictions of female
body experiences I have ended up writing about the works of women writers. The female
body is a site of domination, control and oppression. However, it is also a site of
resistance, subversion and agency. As Orbaugh points out, women writers often ground
their literature in the body, and literature on the body is not only personal but also political,
Just like the body is not only physical and material but also symbolic and sociocultural.
Therefore, women’s writings are a rich site for exploring female embodiment. Moreover,
choosing to limit my research to women writers is also a personal and political decision; it
is personal because I seek an affective engagement with the literary works, and political
because I recognize gender inequality in today’s literary scene and academia: in general,
men have been studied, translated and rewarded more, and some women writers still use
male or neutral pen names out of fear of discrimination, for example.

Carving out a space for our own embodiment, and making sense of our bodily
experiences and realities are central questions to feminism and have been the subject of
writings by different generations of women writers. Next, I will introduce a brief history of
Japanese writers who deal with the position of women in society, body issues and put

forward necessary critiques regarding idealizations of womanhood and motherhood. In
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doing so, I aim to locate Kirino, Itd, and Kawakami within a larger context of literary
production and histories by women writers.

From the very beginnings of Japanese literature women writers have played a
significant role. From the tenth century onwards we find several works across various
genres, including the classics IREX#I5E Genji Monogatari (Tale of Genji, ca.1010) by
Murasaki Shikibu 2£3CE( (d.ca. 1014) and ¥L B+ Makura no Soshi (The Pillow Book,
ca.996) by Sei Shonagon JEVfHE (b.ca.965) (Ericson, “The Origins” 77). Yet, despite
these prominent works of the Heian period, Japan’s literary scene fell short of women
author names or their recognition for the subsequent centuries. As Ericson puts it, “despite
women’s pre-eminent position in classical Japanese literature, and despite the importance
of the heavily feminine tradition of poetry and diaries, a strong female voice seems to have
died out in Japanese literature by the early modern period” (79). Yet, as she also clarifies,
“the scarcity of female authors in the literary history of this period [Edo] does not preclude
the existence of women who were writing” (79).

It was only until the late nineteenth century that “a critical interest in women as
readers and writers” emerged “as part of the various reforms and collective efforts to
create a modern nation-state” (Yoshio 2). Higuchi Ichiyo ##0 —3% (1872-1896) became
the next big figure representative of women authorship in Japan’s literary history, the
precursor to modern women writers as she was writing at this very transitional period
(Yoshio 56). The interactions between the West and Japan, in which Western discourses
on women were redesigned to fit the Japanese context, concurred with a local discussion of
fujin mondai s NFERE, or the “woman question™ that took place in journals and “media
outlets(2). As Yoshio explains, “reflecting this surge in women’s writing, it was in the

first few decades of the 20™ century that the journalistic category of ‘women’s literature’

jorya bungaku 17 3L ) emerged systematically within the increasingly commercialized
Y 8 2 y y gly
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publishing industry” (2). Therefore, during the Meiji period (1868-1912) the literary
establishment (bundan 3U3E) operated with marked gender binary divisions; women
writers were the counterpart of the mainstream male writers and were expected to write
about “female concerns” in a “feminine mode” (Harada 4). In the beginning of the Meiji
period women writers were referred to as keishi sakka BEF5{EZ (“lady writers”) and
towards the later part they were called jorya sakka #Ziit{EZ (“female-style writers™)
(Copeland and Ortabasi, The Modern 20-22; Harada 4). This gendered division of

literature, even when questioned, still persists until today in the use of josei sakka ZME{E

% (women writers)—a term used during 1970s (Harada 4). Moreover, as Orbaugh points

out, “to this day most bookstores in Japan continue to shelve works by female authors in a
category separate from bungaku, which is exclusively male” (“Gender” 49).

As mentioned, the Meiji period was characterized by an attempt to turn Japan into a
modern nation-state. To do so, leaders appealed to “the traditional Japanese family

system” as a model for the imperial state (Orbaugh, “Gender” 43). In other words, the
kazoku kokka FFRIEIZE (family nation), established in the 1890s, was based on the ie
seido F|E (family/household system) (43). However, “Meiji ideologues who created
and enforced the idea of the ie seido represented it as Japan’s traditional family system, but
in fact it was a modern construct” (44; for more see Ueno, Modern). In the ie seido Z il
J& (family/household system) “women functioned as little more than items of exchange
between families, place markers, or ‘borrowed wombs’ (karibara) for the production of
sons” (44). In this context, the “good wife, wise mother” (ryosai kenbo BEER

emerged, as a slogan promoted by bureaucrats in the Meiji government that shaped the
relationship between women and the state (Koyama 11; Hara; Uno). It aimed to “advance”

the role of women through assigning female bodies the function of “‘reproduction through
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family structures” (Orbaugh, Japanese 336). Therefore, the ie seido Z I, in connection

to the “good wife, wise mother” (ryosai kenbo EZEEF}), and the notion of katei FEE
(home) that it entails, “worked together to keep women’s roles limited to the home and
family” (Orbaugh, “Gender’47).

“The good wife, wise mother” became a paradigm of womanhood, and as such, it has
been subject to criticism within Japanese feminist critique, and has often been tackled by
Japanese women writers (See Koyama; Ueda; Ueno, Kindai and Modern). According to
Orbaugh, “fiction by women in the prewar period was in explicit response to the gender

and family structures imposed in the modern period” (“Gender” 48). This was the case of
writer and poet Yosano Akiko 5-#1%7&51 (1878-1942) who started her career as a tanka
poet—often centered on her own body and desire—then published a collection of essays —
MG & Y Ichiga yori (From one corner) published between 1909-1911, in which she engages
in “contemporary debates on marriage, motherhood and women’s education” (Y oshio 63).”
She was one of the most established authors published in the first issue of Seito & &k
(Bluestocking), which provided this journal with credibility as a “literary magazine”
(Yoshio 82). Seito (Bluestocking)—the first feminist journal began by Hiratsuka Raicho
(EZHEHWH & 9, usually spelled FEE BT 5, 1886-1971) as a literary group,
published between 1911 and 1916—was the center of discussions about

“chastity/prostitution, abortion and other forms of birth control (all of which were illegal at

® Yosano Akiko was a mother of eleven. Her unconventional depictions of pregnancy as embodied
experiences are important throughout her ouvre. For example, her poetry collection Midaregami #»
7= % (Tangled Hair 1909: trans. 2012); her essay “Ubuya monogatari”™ FEE75 (Tale of the
birthing room, 1909/1911); her autobiographical essays *“Sanjoku no ki FE#ED L (Record of my
confinement (or childbirth), 1911) and “Sanjoku bekki"FE#EHIFC (A supplemental record of my
confinement, 1911); and her essay bosei henché wo haisu FHERE Z PET (Overcoming the
preponderance of motherhood, 1916) (Seaman, Writing 7. Bourdaghs 9: Morton Alien chap. 3). In
fact, Morton writes: “it is fair to say that until the emergence of [t0 Hiromi in the 1980s, no other

female poet (or Japanese poet of either sex) had written with such realism and power about
childbirth” (Morton, Alien 84).
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the time), and the balancing of motherhood and other types of works™ (Orbaugh, Japanese
337; see: M. Suzuki 10-12). It was not easy to challenge the status quo; articles that
seemed to threaten the “good wife, wise mother” ideal faced censorship (337). Moreover,
women writers who did not comply with what was expected from a woman writer were
subjected to criticism “that either diminished or completely erased a woman’s literary
output” (Harada 5).

According to Bourdaghs, the so-called “pure literature” (junbungaku #i3LF) was an
unstable ideological field: “masculine literature, both as gender and genre, could only aim
at identity by distinguishing itself from its various others, so that the ground of its identity
lay outside itself” (117 qtd. in Hemmann 11). Therefore, “women’s literature” (joryi
bungaku i ICE) was “marginalized in order to serve the center, which consisted of
national, masculine, pure literature (junbungaku)” (11). In addition, female characters and
themes related to “women’s literature” were also “downplayed at the expense of male
characters and themes” (11). In its origins, “women’s literature” (jorya bungaku #ift3C
%) was “limited by romantic standards of realist literature; namely, male critics defended
the position that women should write about their experiences of being a women, which are
centered around their bodies and their families” (Hemmann 17). “Women’s literature”
(joryia bungaku) was supposed to be “sentimental lyricism, and impressionistic,
nonintellectual, detailed observations of daily life” (Ericson, “The Origin” 101; Harada 5).
Yet, despite the aforementioned censorship and the limitations inherent to the
categorization of “women’s literature™ (jory@ bungaku) in terms of style and themes, for
the years that followed, many Japanese women authors refused to fit the established
standards and wrote beyond its conventions (Hemmann 17). They managed to publish

literature that offered a poignant social critique on ideal womanhood, and motherhood.
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The Women Writers Association (Joryia bungaku kai 2t X F%) formed in 1936
was an important event in the history of women authorship from wartime to postwar
periods, partly because it granted “official recognition of women’s writing through the
establishment of the Woman Writer Prize (Joryi bungaku sho i35 E) in 1946 and
the publication of the Gendai joryi bungaku zenshi FAXZ TR SCFE 24 (Anthology of
Contemporary Women'’s Literature) series in the 1950s” (Yoshio 273). Writers Uno Chiyo
FE T (1897-1996), Hirabayashi Taiko F#K7=\ F (1905-1972), and Enchi Fumiko
F 303 F-(1905-1986) were presidents of this Association (Yoshio 273). These authors,

next to Hayashi Fumiko #R3£3EF (1903-1951), can be considered the main figures of an
earlier group of writers who questioned the traditional ie seido (family/household system)
and the restriction of women to the dual roles of wife and mother.

Okamoto Kanoko [fA7>?F (1889-1939) is another important writer that slightly
precedes this group, but because of her relatively early death she is not represented in the
Occupation-period and subsequent fiction (Orbaugh, Japanese 351). Okamoto’s novella
Boshi jojo £ #U& (Lyricism between mother and child, 1937), partially published in
English as “A Mother’s Love” (1982), and her short-story “Sushi” #§ (1939) explore
feelings of longing and nostalgia for her son, thus it provides the mother with an
uncompromising voice as she depicts both erotic and masochistic fantasies (Taniguchi,
“Maternal” 14). In addition, Shojo ruten 4 % fi#x (Wheel of life, 1939) also displays the
theme of maternal love and motherhood (M. Suzuki 119). In this novel, “the quest for true
female identity leads to the discovery of an originary mythic self, a transcendent national
identity created through mythic narrative” (129).

A study of female embodiment and subjectivity in Japanese literature certainly finds

Enchi Fumiko’s post-war literature captivating. Her writings are characterized by depicting
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the psychological interiority of her characters in connection to the shared experience of
being a woman in modern Japan (Cornyetz 101). According to Orbaugh, Enchi’s
Onnazaka #4X (The gentler slope 1949-1957; trans. The Waiting Years, 2002) and
Onnamen ZME (Female masks 1958; trans. Masks, 2005) are “direct attacks on the slow

but devastating effects on women of marriage and patrilineal culture, even when those
marriages were superficially successful” (“Gender” 50)."° Actually, Enchi uses the trope
of the “dangerous women” to debunk the myth of ideal motherhood (Cornyetz 102-103;

Hemmann 14). Enchi’s Hebi no koe "7 (The snake’s voice, 1970) and Onnamen

(Masks, 1958) are exemplary texts in which she reconfigures the mother-daughter
relationship against the societal expectation of “good wife, wise mother.” Enchi’s female
characters are not naturally nurturing, but rather angry, jealous and abject characters, hence
she appeals to the “trope of vengeful otherness” (Hemmann 14). Onnamen’s
inter-textuality with The Tale of Genji is worth highlighting as it depicts the “theme of
spirit possession explored in the Lady Rokujo section...to weave a complex tale of female
revenge against men” (Napier 81). Another interesting feature of Enchi’s work is her
depiction of menstruation, which stands out in a long history of silences around
menstruation. Enchi uses grotesque and horrific imagery, “in contrast to the stereotype of
Japanese women as subdued and delicate” (81). In agreement with Cornyetz’s conclusion,
“Enchi’s literary metaphor of blood, or inhabitation of the extant troping of dangerous
women, frames resistance within the logic of phallocentric difference” (154).

A later wave of women writers that played an important role in the history of Japanese

literature and set the tone of the literary climate of women authorship in Japan includes:

' It is interesting to note that in both of Enchi’s Japanese litles of Onnazakka %3 (literally
“woman’s slope” meaning “the casier or gentler slope™) and Onnamen M (“female masks,

specifically used in noh theatre by female impersonators). the kanji for onna #x “woman” stands
out. The English translations do not reflect the underlying focus on women captured by the
Japanese.
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Oba Minako KJBE 7 72 F (1930-2007), Kono Taeko {f BF % B ¥ (1926-2015),
Takahashi Takako & & 7= > (1932-2013), and Kurahashi Yumiko & #&H £ F
(1935-2005), among others. This later group can be considered more explicitly feminist as
their works were published in the 1960s and 1970s. Bullock points out that the so-called
nikutai bungaku PRI (“literature of the flesh”)—a genre that emerged in the late

1940s focusing on “physical and carnal experiences”—is “one obvious genealogical

source for the literature of the body produced by women writers of the 1960s” (34)."' The

1960s and 1970s came to be known as “Little Heian” and F ZF¢{X saijo jidai (age of
talented women)—a term initially coined by literary critic Usui Yoshimi FAH& &, in
1957 when referring to Sono Ayako’s & EFf%+ (b.1931) Akutagawa prize nomination

for her novel Enrai no kyakutachi = @ & 7= % (Guests from a distant place,
1954)—because women writers began to earn prestigious literary awards that had
previously been awarded largely to male authors (Jones 221).

To illustrate the crucial change in women’s authorship and its reception, let us look at
the list of recipients of the Akutagawa Prize—awarded twice a year to talented and
promising authors. From its inception in 1935 until 1963 we find only three women

authors: Nakazato Tsuneko FEfE+ (1909-1987) in 1938; Shibaki Yoshiko & AK#F-F

""" Nikutaibungaku P{E3CF: (literature of the flesh) is often included in Postwar literature from
the Occupation period. Its major themes concern carnality, desire and sexuality as a means for
liberation (Jacobs 16). Its origin is tied to Tamura Taijiro’s (AT 28/ ER, 1911-1983) publication
of a series of stories and texts in which the word nikutai A{K stands out in their titles. For
example, “Nikutai no mon” AP (The gateway of the flesh, 1947); “Nikutai no akuma” A} {&
D EWE (The demon’s flesh, 1947); “Nikutai wa ningen de aru” F{KIZ AR T& % (The flesh is
human, 1947)—among others (Igarashi 55; Jacobs 9-10). Other representatives of this genre are:
Sakaguchi Ango RO & & (1906-1955), lkeda Michiko #LH &+ (1910-2008), Sono Ayako
HYHE £ (b.1931), Hiroike Akiko JZ#hAK 1 (1919-2007), Nakamoto Takako A7z 7>+
(1903-1991), Shibaki Yoshiko 2 AK4F+ (1914-1991), Saegusa Kazuko —FZf1{ (1929-2003)
(For more see: Igarahashi: Slaymaker; Jacobs). Also, Inagaki Taruho FEIEZFE (1900-1977).
Mishima Yukio =& H i F (1925-1970) and Takahashi Mutsuo & fEHEER (b.1937) have been
associated with this genre (Angles “Penisism”™).
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(1914-1991) in 1941; and Yuki Shigeko H# LT+ (1900-1969) in 1949 (Jones 221).
However, in the 1960s and 1970s these statistics were significantly surpassed, starting with
Kono Taeko {f/#F % =¥ (1926-2015) in 1963; Tanabe Seiko HI3ZEE-F(b.1928) in
1964; Tsumura Setsuko JEFR Ei+(b.1928) in 1966; Oba Minako (1930-2007) in 1968;
Yoshida Tomoko & H 17 (b.1934) in 1970; Yamamoto Michiko [LUZAIEF (b.1936)
and Go Shizuko #&#F (1929-2014) in 1972; Hayashi Kyoko #KF ¥~ (b.1930) in 1975;
and Shigekane Yoshiko E 375 F(1927-1993) and Mori Reiko Zrig+ (1928-2014) in
1979 (Jones 221-222). The growth of literary prizes awarded to women authors represents
a positive change in the ways women writers and their works were being received by their
contemporary readership. The change is not only quantitative but also qualitative in terms
of themes and styles that perhaps resonated more with the 1960s and 1970s audience
(Jones 221). Actually, Jones asserts that women’s writing from these decades:

Seems to be a search for delineating a revised identity more befitting the new

age. The quests on which these women embark range from self-discovery to

outright rejection of social or cultural norms. The use of deviant modes of

behavior seems intentional, however, and reflects a deliberate effort to defy

norms or at least force readers to reconsider preconceived notions of femininity

and womanhood. (224)
Women writers were not only writing critiques but also portraying alternatives to the
idealized womanhood and motherhood rooted in the “good wife, wise mother” ideology.
In general, the women writers from this “boom” depicted single women or women who
actively rejected the predetermined paths of heterosexual marriage and motherhood. Also

included were women characters with fantasies of infanticide, or women who embraced
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their sexual desires, sexual fantasies, among others. Kirino, Ito and Kawakami echo all of
these themes in their works.

Amongst the more radical and feminist authors of these decades we find Kono Taeko
(1926-2015), Oba Minako (1930-2007), and Kurahashi Y umiko (1935-2005) who featured
“utopian and fantasy worlds, parody, satire and a focus on the grotesque” (Jones 223).
Kono, Kurahashi, Takahashi, and Tomioka Taeko & [@Z ¥ (b.1935) often display
single women without children or violent mothers (223). Actually, Bullock’s study about
the authors Kono, Kurahashi, and Takahashi and their feminism claims that their
contributions *“to emerging feminist discourse helped to lay the theoretical groundwork for
a more explicitly political ‘women’s lib’ in the following decade” (5).

Beyond, or rather on top of, the biology of the female body and the maternal body,
“there was the social expectation that made the role of bearing and raising children a
woman’s sole raison d'étre” (Copeland, “A Century” 13-14). As Nakayama argues, the
myth of motherhood is understood as ‘“‘the male illusion that woman, as the child-bearing
sex, symbolizes the fruitful earth goddess who is irrevocably tied to her sex. [It] suggests a
longing for the eternal maternal among men and shows itself in the male wish to return to
the womb, the root of life” (147). This myth is also a “problematic male paradigm”
dismantled by several women writers (Copeland, “A Century” 14). In order to challenge
this myth of motherhood, women authors often portrayed “extreme examples of ‘maternal
animosity’” (14).

Next, I will introduce a selection of literary texts by authors of the aforementioned
“boom” or saijo jidai that are exemplary in demystifying the myth of motherhood. For
instance, Takahashi’s Kanata no mizu oto 175 ®7KF (The faraway sound of water,
1971) challenges conventional ideals of the maternal body and “maternal love” through

her depiction of abject and devil women. Here, female characters hate their daughters,
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sisters and other relatives and fantasize about killing them (Nakayama 147). A fact worth
highlighting is that, “the protagonist who during the course of her daughter’s onset of
menses vividly smells her own reeking menstrual body odor, keeps away from and even
feels the impulse to kill her daughter, and she does so in her imagination” (148). The
strong depiction of menstruation and fantasies of infanticide resonate with the depictions

of mother/daughter plots in Kawakami’s Chichi to ran and 1to’s “Killing Kanoko.”

Also, Saegusa Kazuko =#ZF1F (1929-2003)’s “Osanai, utagoeiro no chi” %1\, K
FOMm (Blood, the color of a childish singing voice, 1968) and “Tsuki no tobu mura”
H ORESFT (The village of the dancing moon, 1979) also portray fantasies of infanticide,
feelings of hatred towards one’s own children, unwanted children, and violence towards
the maternal (Nakayama 148).

Kono Taeko’s debut story “Yojigari” £1J24F Y (Toddler-Hunting, 1961) features a
woman who is not “fit to be a mother and is somewhat relieved at the thought that she
cannot have children” (Ariga 357). The protagonist has a strong aversion towards young
girls and a strong interest in young boys. In fact, boys are the object of her sadistic desires,
boys who are also “chastised by their fathers” (357). Ariga points out that women with no
children of their own who fantasize about boys are recurrent in Kono’s works, and that
“both the aversion toward girls and the excessive pedophiliac interest in boys do their part
to turn the myth of motherhood on its head” (358).

When Kono writes from the position of “woman-as-subject,” Oba specifically writes
from the position of “mother-as-subject” (Orbaugh, Oba 266). Oba’s “San biki no kani”
=ZPEDBE (Three crabs, 1968), “Funakui mushi” 572 < U A (Ship-eating worms,
1969) and “Haha no yume” D% (A mother’s dream, 1978) display protagonists

whose “self-consciousness” —regardless of being housewives and mothers—is not
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connected to their “husbands, children, relatives, or the friends who surround them”
(Nakayama 147). According to Nakayama, “she essentially calls into question all kinds of
relationships that make the task of bearing and raising children through the social system
of marriage the reason for women’s existence” (147). In addition, Oba’s “Yamanba no

bisho” HIEDHEL (The smile of a mountain witch, 1976) challenges maternal love and

“debunks the myth of the good mother and the obedient daughter” (Wilson 105) as it
unfolds an ironic premise: “every woman must become a mountain witch in order to fulfill
her role as wife and mother properly” (Napier 84).

To round up, the female protagonists of the literary texts published between the 1960s
and 1970s “struggle to redefine the boundaries of their identities as women and who
position themselves outside of these socially accepted normative feminine identities”

k]

(Quimby 18). The mentioned authors often focus on “maternal animosity,” showing “a
hostile stance towards both children and motherhood itself” (McKinlay par.9). The 1970s
and 1980s also marked the rise of feminist discourse, and Japanese literature by women
writers “began to describe the experience of women—especially the themes of sexuality,
pregnancy and erotic desire—with a frankness rarely seen in the past” (Angles,
“Translator’s Introduction” vii). Hence, women writers from previous generations paved
the way for contemporary authors to play a more visible and leading role in the literary
scene while introducing new themes and expressions.

Already in the 1980s the term “women’s literature” (joryi bungaku) was considered

obsolete, and feminist critics reevaluated the gendered history of literary criticism (Y oshio

274). For example, in their book Danryii bungakuron %5135 (On men’s literature,
1992) authors Ueno Chizuko, Ogura Chikako /[N& F/0-7 and Tomioka Taeko coined
the term “danryi” (%5 7it) as an ironic opposite to “jorya” (% iit) and they looked at the

canonical works by male authors from a gendered perspective within the literary critique
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(Copeland, “A Century” 3; “Women” 206; Y oshio 274-275). The existence of the category
of “women’s literature” can only exist in opposition to “men’s literature,” yet this latter
category did not exist as such. Therefore, when “treating male authors to the same kind of
essentialist criticism female authors had been receiving for decades, these critics
accentuated the unreasonableness of the exercise, while simultaneously opening the texts
to new perspectives” (Copeland, “Women” 206). As Ericson explains, “the widespread
rejection of the term ‘jorya’ and its associated cultural baggage,” led to the “adoption of
new terminology” that “helped to recast how the works of female authors were written and
read” (Ericson, “The Resisting” 114).

In contemporary Japan women authors are increasingly publishing works, and gaining
more and more recognition, so it simply does not make any sense to group all women
writers together. They are a heterogeneous group, and the opposition between male authors
and female authors is outdated and obsolete. Hence, as Yoshio points out, “there is a need
for a reconfiguration of the gendered category that emerged and developed in the social,
economic, and political contexts of the 20" century” (275). However, the grouping of
certain women writers persists as a marketing strategy in bookstores, and as a subject of
study in academia—including this very dissertation.

Therefore, the need to return to the issue of choosing only women writers in this
dissertation: 1 would like to make a point against essentializing and reifying an author’s
gender, and thus, a work of literature or an author should not be judged solely based on
their gender. In addition, I would like to underline that I talk about particular women
writers, a group of women writers, some women writers—1I cannot make universal claims
as they are not representative of all women writers. However, as long as women continue
to be excluded from literary canons, from translation and publishing projects and literature

reading lists, and/or continue to endure institutionalized sexism by the media, particularly
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writing about and promoting women’s writings not only champions their writing and
makes them visible, but also counteracts sexist literary and critical conventions.

Gender is still a useful category to approach the history of literary production and
reception as it unmasks the bias of mainstream literature in a system that follows the
patterns of inclusion-visibility versus exclusion-invisibility. Gender imbalance still
permeates many aspects of Japanese society and culture, including the literary scene. That
being said, “women’s literature” should never be a fixed, static category, a literary genre or
a writing style, because it will always fail to recognize the diversity of literature produced
by many different women authors. As Moi stresses: “the whole point, after all, is to avoid
laying down requirements for what a woman’s writing must be like. Every writer will have
to find her own voice, and her own vision. Inevitably, a woman writer writes as a woman,

not as a generic woman, but as the (highly specific and idiosyncratic) woman she is” (268).

1.5. Introducing the authors

Kirino Natsuo (b.1951) born in Kanazawa, and Itd Hiromi (b.1955) born in
Kumamoto, with only four years apart from each other evidently belong to the same
generation. Both authors certainly challenge ideals of womanhood, motherhood and
gender systems, yet there are significant differences regarding their literary influences and
circles, their body of work in terms of genre and style, and their literary production and
reception. The third author in this selection is Kawakami Mieko (b.1976), born in Osaka,
roughly twenty years after 1to and Kirino. She started her career as a songwriter and a
singer. She is both a poet like 1t6, and a popular entertainment writer like Kirino. Despite

their age gap, they have all witnessed Japan’s transformation into an aging and low-birth



35

society, known in Japananese as shashikoreikashakai v F & b #t4s, and have tackled
its effect on the position of women in society in different ways."

Kirino has a law degree from Seikei University, and worked at different jobs in Japan
before launching her career as a writer of fiction (Bubblonia; Seaman, Bodies 19). Initially,

she wrote romance novels and received the Sanrio Romance Prize for Ai no yukue %0

W< X (The method of love, 1984), she wrote two more romance novels before shifting
to crime fiction, which was what marked her literary success (Seaman, Bodies 19;
Hemmann 20). When locating Kirino’s writings within a larger group of women’s writers,
it is important to recognize that she is part of the larger boom of detective fiction by

women in the late 1990s, next to authors like Miyabe Miyuki = &84 (b.1960) and

Nonami Asa J5F 7 % (b.1960) (Seaman, “Cherchez” 188; Bodies 19).

Kirino is quite a prolific author: she has written over thirty novels, four short story
collections, and several essays. She is well known inside and outside of Japan, and a few
of her works have been translated into multiple languages. She has published and received
recognition steadily. With the reception of important literary awards she stands out within
the Japanese literary scene. Her debut crime novel Kao ni furikakaru ame EBIZI%& Y 7
%™ (Rain Falling on My Face, 1993) won the Edogawa Rampo Prize. Her novel OUT
(1997, trans. 2003) received the Mystery Writers of Japan Award, and the Best Japanese
Crime Fiction of the Year in 1998 (Bubblonia). The English translation of OUT received a
nomination in the category of best novel for the Edgar Allen Poe Award of the Mystery
Writers of America in 2004, which definitely raised her international reputation

(Hemmann 20). Kirino cannot be reduced to the label “mystery writer” as she is often

" Since the “1.57 shock” in 1990—Japan’s lowest recorded total fertility rate —extensive research
on Japan’s low birthrate and aging population has been done in different fields (Moriki 27). For
more on these issues see: Moriki; AtO.
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characterized abroad because of the limited translated sample of her oeuvre, because her
works span over a wide range of themes and genres, and she is a laureate of several prizes

outside this genre as well (Costa).

She received the Naoki Prize in 1999 for Yawaraka na hoho Z&©7h72¥8 (Soft
Cheeks, 1999) and the Izumi Kyoka Prize for Literature for Gurotesuku 7 a5 A%

(Grotesque 2003; trans. 2007) in 2003 (Bubblonia). In 2004, she received the Shibata
Renzaburo Award for Zangyakuki ¥%EFC (A record of atrocities), and in 2005 the
Fujinkoronbungei Prize for Tamamoe! 385 % ! (2005). Tokyo jima B E (Tokyo
Island, 2007/2008) received the Tanizaki Jun’ichiro Prize in 2008 (Bubblonia). In 2009,
she won the Murasaki Shikibu Prize for Literature for her novel Joshinki %32 (The
goddess chronicle 2008; trans. 2013), an award exclusively for women authors (and an
example of how gendered categorizations of literature are still in effect). Copeland’s
translation of The Goddess Chronicle was awarded a 2014-2015 Japan-U.S. Friendship
Commission Translation Prize (Copeland, “Angry”). Kirino’s novel Nanika aru {@7>& %
(Something there, 2010) won the Shimaserenai Bungakusho in 2010, and the Yomiuri

Literature Prize in 2011 (Bubblonia). In 2015 Kirino Natsuo received the Shiju hosho &

¥ e =

X & (Medal with purple ribbon)—one of the Medals of Honor awarded by the

Japanese Government to individuals for scholarly or artistic achievements (“Sakka,
Kirino”; “Summary”).

When it comes to her literary inspirations or authors she admires, Hayashi Fumiko
(1903-1951) is perhaps the most cited. Hayashi is the protagonist of Kirino’s Nanika aru
and in an interview she said: “I still repeatedly read Fumiko Hayashi’s Floating Clouds. It

is enlightening” (Costa). Other names she has mentioned in a couple of interviews include:

Mishima Yukio =& H 2K (1925-1970), Tanizaki Jun’ichiro & IEE—ER (1886-1965),
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Murakami Ryt #f £ & (b.1952), Kazuo Ishiguro (b.1954), Fyodor Dostoyevsky
(1821-1881), Flannery O’Connor (1925-1964), Anne Tyler (b.1941), Stephen King
(b.1947), Patricia Highsmith (1921-1955), Gabriel Garcia Marquez (1927-2014), Manuel
Puig (1932-1990), and Agota Kristof (1935-2011), (Schreiber; Costa).

Kirino’s work has been subjected to extensive literary and academic criticism, yet
academic articles on Tokyo jima are still scarce (except for Iyotani Toshio’s {FiEA &+
43 interest on issues of immigration and mobility raised by the novel). Some international
scholars of Kirino’s work are Rebecca Copeland, Amanda Seaman, Lisette Gebhardt,
Lianying Shan, and she is featured in several doctoral dissertations on Japanese literature
in a major or secondary way. For example, Kathryn Hemmann’s dissertation focuses
mainly on Kirino’s work. Her work has been reviewed by multiple Japanese scholars such
as Sasaki Atsushi &£ % A2, Saito Minako, Saito Tamaki ZTAEEE, Iyotani Toshio, and
also, in volume 17 of the series Gendai josei sakka dokuhon: Kirino Natsuo 33X #PE(E
Fac A-HAEF B4 (A reader of contemporary women authors: Kirino Natsuo, 2013) we
find commentaries by Kurata Yoko &M%+, Kuroiwa Yuichi BE#H, Kobayashi
Ichiro /MA—RE among others. It also includes a section by Okazaki Akiho & SZ1A,
“Kirino Natsuo shuyo sanko bunken” #il%f & A& FE £ E L#EK (Main references on
Kirino Natsuo) in which the main books, essays and articles by Japanese authors on
Kirino’s work are compiled.

Next I will introduce Itd’s career. She specialized in Japanese Literature at Aoyama
Gakuin University. While still a student, her University professor Atsumi Akiko together
with Mizuka Mineko published a magazine Feminist, and Ito also worked with them

(“Personal”). She would deliver the magazine to different “women’s lib” centers in Tokyo.

These interactions with different feminists definitely influenced her launching of feminist
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poetry and made her part of the literary scene already in the late 1970s and early 1980s
(“Personal”). In 1975 she was already a contributing writer at the poetry magazine Gendai
shi techo ELfXFFFME, and by 1978 she was awarded the Gendai shi techo Prize for her
collection Somoku no sora EARDZE (Sky of plants, 1978) (Quimby 17). In 1979 she
published a second volume of poetry Hime #& (Princess). In 1980 she published Jto
Hiromi shisha Rt 5 %554 (Collected poems of 1to Hiromi) and in 1982 she
published Aoume FHE (Unripe plums). Her reputation as a “woman poet” (josei shijin
ZPEFFAN) grew and became one of the major representatives of the wave of “women’s
poetry” in the 1980s (Quimby 19).

Her subsequent poetry collections Teritori ron 2 7 Y b Y —3s _ (On Territory 2,
1985) and Teritort ron 1 7 U » U —3&—(On Territory 1, 1987) focused largely on the
experiences of the female and maternal body (10). In a way, the body as written by Ito
can be viewed as a territory explored and inhabited by the poet. In 1993 she published
Watashi wa Anjuhimeko dearu  Fhixd A L OO TdH D (I am Anjuhimeko), which
consolidated her reputation not only as a poet but also as a performance artist (Angles,
“Introduction” 11). In this same year, she was also nominated for the Mishima Y ukio Prize
for Kazoku ato ZFE7 — b (Family art). After moving back and forth between the
United States and Japan, in 1993 she finally moved to California, which coincided with her
shift from poetry to prose and the theme of migration and language became an important
feature of her works. She published the novella Hausu Puranto /~7 A-7"7 .k
(House Plant 1998; trans. 2007), which was a finalist for the Akutagawa Prize. The next
year, her novel Ra ninya 7 =——=+ (La Nifa, 1999) received the Noma Literay Prize,
and was also nominated for the Akutagawa Prize. More recent awards include the Takami

Jun Prize for Kawara arekusa {PIJRFRE (Wild grass on a riverbank 2005; trans. 2015) in
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2006, which marked her return to poetry (Itd, Onna 224). She also won the Hagiwara
Sakutard Prize (2007) and the Izumi Shikibu Prize (2008) for Toge-nuki: Shin Sugamo
Jizo engi & TR E B RBSHIEAZAL, (The thorn-puller: new tales of the Sugamo Jizo,
2007) (224). Extracts of this novel have been translated into English and published in
Monkey Business magazine. In 2015 she received the Tsubouchi Shoyo Grand Prize from
Waseda University. She is the fifth winner of this relatively new prize established in 2007,

whose list of winners include prominent contemporary writers such as Ogawa Yoko /)
JIEF- (b.1962), Noda Hideki 2FHF#f (b.1955), Tawada Yoko ZFf1HZEF (b.1960)
and Murakami Haruki #F E3&# (b.1949) (“Daigokai”).

[t0 has had conflicts with the gendered categorization of literature, especially during
the 1980s “women’s poetry boom” in which she “insisted on being recognized as a poet
without the delimiting adjective ‘woman’ that might pigeonhole her work™ (Angles,
“Introduction” 10). Ito did not like the label “feminist” either when she was in her twenties
or thirties, even though she was a good friend of important feminist figures, like Tanaka

Mitsu HH3EE (b.1943) (“Personal™). Ito thought publishing industries were using

gender as a marketing strategy, selling “‘women poets.” She believed the consequences of
this would be a society that then expects them to be a certain type of “women writers:”
“young, cute, skinny and writing about sexuality” (“Personal”). Hence, she felt very
strongly against being put in the box of women poets. She wanted to be free, on the same
grounds as her male counterparts, and wanted to say: “I’'m a poet, like you™ (“Personal”).
Now, after living in the United States, she embraces feminism; in her own words, “now |
can say I'm a feminist, hundred percent, why not?” (“Personal”). Now, Ito is a
well-established writer, with more than thirty titles to her name. She travels back and forth

between the U.S. and Japan, and has active twitter and Facebook accounts. This makes her
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an accessible writer who interacts with her readership, and often participates at talk events
and readings. In 2016, her works were published in Swedish and Norwegian translations.
When it comes to her literary inspirations or authors she admires, we can mention Siv
Cedering Fox (1939-2007) as the one who inspired her to use direct and strong language
when it comes to depicting bodily experiences and sexuality (“Personal”). Ito also read
Allen Ginsberg (1926-1997), and mentioned that she was almost afraid of his texts, and
that she loved the uncontrolled speed of his writing (Schunnesson). Her interests bring

together Japanese classics with Native American oral traditions. She read the Japanese
classics Kojiki %70 (trans. The Kojiki: The Record of Ancient Matters, 1968) and Nihon
shoki B ARZE# (Chronicles of Japan), and in their modern translations she finds that they
are essentially works of poetry. In addition, her strong interest in Native American poetry
emerged since she read Kanaseki Hisao’s translation Maho toshite no kotoba J&E & LT
DE % (Words as magic, 1988), which, in her opinion, resonates with the same poetry
found in contemporary renderings of Japanese classics (‘“Personal”). She was also
influenced by Hagiwara Sakutaro #k/F¥AKER (1886-1942) and Miyazawa Kenji = iR &
18 (1896-1933), and she mentions that before starting to write she had not read much

contemporary poetry, but mostly classics (“Personal””). Even today, when asked about
being compared to other contemporary women writers she says that once she has gotten
around to reading them, she has been impressed by Kawakami Mieko (b.1976), Kawakami

Hiromi JI[ E5L3 (b.1958), Ogawa Yoko (b.1962) and Tawada Yoko (b.1960), but she
does not regularly seek new authors to read. In fact, she says that Mori Ogai ZREES}:

(1862-1922) is probably the more recent author she reads (“Personal”). Itd’s work has

received academic attention, especially from a gender and sexuality criticism point of

view. Some of the scholars of Itd’s work are Tsuboi Hideto ¥E3£55 A, Ueno Chizuko,
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Leith Morton, Jeffrey Angles, Joanne Quimby, and Ellen Crystal Tilton-Cantrell, to
mention a few.

Kawakami Mieko (b.1976) made her literary debut with her prose poem “Sentan de
sasuwa sasareruwa soraeewa” IR T, ST HLI N DIbHEFH X %2 (In the
forefront, pointing and being pointed at, that’s just fine, 2006) when Kirino and 1td were
already well-known and established authors. Yet, her incursion into mainstream literature

was fast-paced, and she has produced valuable literary work in the course of only ten
years. Her first novella Watakushiritsu in ha, mata wa sekai >7-< LE A4 > #H—., *
721X 5 (My ego ratio, my teeth, and the world, 2007) received the first Tsubouchi
Shoyo Prize for Young Emerging Writers from Waseda University in 2007 (Mieko
Kawakami). Her second novella Chichi to ran ¥.& 9] (Breasts and eggs, 2007/2008)

won the Akutagawa Prize in 2007, granting her a solid space within today’s literary scene,
and it has already been translated into several languages (Mieko Kawakami). Her
collection of prose poems—Sentan de sasuwa sasareruwa soraeewa Feim T, X4 &
SN BbH%F 5 Z 2 (including her literary debut one, therefore the title)—received the
prestigious Nakahara Chuya Prize in 2009 (Mieko Kawakami). Her first full-length novel
Hevun ~~77 >~ (Heaven, 2009) has been acclaimed and earned both the MEXT Award for
New Artists and the Murasaki Shikibu Literary Prize in 2010—a prize Kirino Natsuo won
two years before. In 2013 Kawakami’s poetry collection Mizugame 7Kjh (Water jar,
2012) received the Takami Jun Prize—the same prize It Hiromi won seven years before.
In 2013, her short story collection Ai no yume to ka % ®%- L 7> (Dreams of love, Etc.)

was awarded with Tanizaki Jun’ichiro Prize—the same prize awarded to Kirino’s Tokyo
Jima in 2008 (“Authors, Mieko”). Her landmark works, Chichi to ran and Hevun, have not

been translated into English yet, so perhaps she is best known among English readers for
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her novellas Dreams of Love, etc (2013) and March was Made of Yarn (2012) which
appeared in Granta Magazine (Abe Auestad 2). In fact, in 2016 she was selected as one of
the “Granta Best of Young Japanese Novelists 2016 with her story MarT no ai no shomei

~ U —ODOFEODOFEHA (Marie’s love proof), and the same year she received the Watanabe
Junichi Literature Prize for her full-length novel Akogare & Z 72341 (Longing, 2015)
(Mieko Kawakami).

Despite her comparatively “short” literary career, she has also gained national and
international recognition and stands on similar grounds as Kirino and Ito. Nowadays she
writes regularly on her blog what she calls her Junsui hisei hihan #i¥EAEVEHEH] (Critique
of pure pathos), a pun on Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason, written in a colloquial style
(Selden and Mizuta xxi). Quite recently, Kawakami’s work has caught the attention of
both social and literary critics and scholars, such as Matsumoto Kazuya #A7<f041, Fuse
Kaoru 7 s #, Kurumisawa Ken #{R &, Abe Auestad Reiko, Fujita Hiroshi FE M &5,
and Gitte Marianne Hansen, to name a few, and the number will likely increase.

When it comes to Kawakami’s literary influences, it is worth highlighting Higuchi
Ichiyo, both in terms of style and content. In an interview, Kawakami mentions that when
she was nineteen she read Matsuura Rieko’s #A{H¥2 %7 translation of Higuchi Ichiyd's
“Takekurabe” 721} < 5 into modern Japanese, and it marked a turning point in her
life: her deep admiration for the writer and the translator (also a writer) motivated her to
become a writer herself (“Sakka no”). Other influential authors she read at the time include
Nagai Hitoshi 7K # ] (b.1951), Kobayashi Hideo /N#kZ5 1 (1902-1983), Jerome
David Salinger (b.1919), Kurt Vonnegut (1922-2007), 1tdo Noe {FEEFHL (1895-1923),
Mishima Yukio (1925-1970), Tanizaki Jun’ichiro (1886-1965), Paul Auster (b.1947),

Koda Aya M (1904-1990), Takeda Yuriko EFE A7 (1925-1993) (“Sakka no”).
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When it comes to contemporary authors, she truly admires Tawada Yoko (b.1960) and
says that she has had a major impact in her professional life, comparably to Matsuura’s
translation (“Sakka no”). As for poetry, Kawakami mentions Miyazawa Kenji
(1896-1933), Nakahara Chaya 1 H1 (1907-1937), Hagiwara Sakutaro (1886-1942),
Tanikawa Shuntaro #&)1[f&KER (b.1931), Arakawa Yoji F5JIIZEIE (b.1949), and also
[to Hiromi (b.1955), Sagawa Chika 7)1 % 74> (1911-1936), Tomioka Taeko (b.1935),
Kitazono Katsue AU FZ# (1902-1978), Tamura Rytichi FATFE— (1923-1998),
Nishiwaki Junzaburo FERBIIE=FF (1892-1982), and Hachikai Mimi #1H (b.1974)
(“Sakka no”). Finally, Kawakami also underscores Finnegans Wake and “Penelope” in
Ulysses by James Joyce (1882-1941), and how thanks to Yanase Naoki’s HI#H %2

(1943-2016) translations she was able to connect with such a far-away literature, in a
similar fashion as with Higuchi’s “Takekurabe” (“Sakka no”).

As mentioned, Kirino, Itd, and Kawakami are successful writers, and we may even say
that they are part of mainstream literature because they are recipients of presti gious literary
awards, with translations into different languages, and have been the subjects of social,
literary and academic criticism. As noted, authors posing similar questions and addressing
similar themes in the Prewar, Occupation and Postwar periods were considered to some
extent marginal, or were simply dismissed (Ericson, “The Origins” 76; 100). However, at
the same time, Kirino, 1to, and Kawakami do not occupy a central place in studies of
Japanese literature either. They are excluded from main anthologies of Japanese literature
in English, for example Schierbeck’s Japanese Women Novelists: 104 Biographies
1900-1993. Also, they are not even referenced once in Woman Critiqued: Translated
Essays on Japanese Women’s Writing, edited by Rebecca Copeland, and they also go

without mention in the Columbia Companion to Modern East Asian Literature. edited by
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Joshua Mostow et al. More importantly, they are not studied regularly as part of modern
and contemporary Japanese literature curriculums—in which, regrettably, women authors
are still a minority. Hence, I believe there is still a need for their promotion and translation,

and I am hoping this dissertation will aid in that direction.
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Chapter Two

Embodied survival by Kirino Natsuo

2.1. Introduction: demythologizing patriarchy

The work selected for analysis in this chapter is Tokyo jima BB (Tokyo Island,
2007/2008), for which Kirino received the Tanizaki Jun’ichiro Award in 2008. It was
originally published as a literary periodicals/series (#Ti# shincho). The first short episode

entitled Tokyo jima, gave the name to the whole series, which in the end turned into a
novel. This first chapter was intended to stand on its own as a short story, and the fact that
Kirino uses the same title for the whole novel allows us to think of the conclusion of this
work in terms of both chapter and novel, since they both reach a similar powerful ending:
Kiyoko—a non-conventional heroine—escapes from Tokyo Island and chooses her own
survival over anything else. Given the nature of the writing process; that is, a serialization,
the way that every detail of the story is articulated to produce a sense of togetherness or
wholeness is a testament of Kirino’s literary genius (T. Suzuki 367). Only this first chapter
has been translated into English by Philip Gabriel and published in 2010 by Granta.
However, the complete novel is available in French, Italian, Polish and Romanian
translations. There is also a film adaptation by director Shinozaki Makoto FEIBFEK in
2010.

In Tokyo jima Kirino features a fictional demythologization in which she dismantles
myths of beauty, femininity and motherhood, and reveals the problems that emerge from
our current conceptions of masculinity and femininity in relation to community building
and patriarchal society. In other words, she demythologizes the patriarchal myth: the myth

of male supremacy and criticizes the position of women in a male-dominated society.
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Furthermore, Kirino addresses issues regarding gender, ethnic/racial and class power
structures. In fact, Kirino herself says in an interview regarding her mythical novel
Joshinki (The goddess chronicle, 2008; trans. 2013), “I have a rather strong desire to see
directly the political intentions which were often concealed in so-called ‘Myths’” (Costa). 1
believe this political intention of unveiling and debunking myths is also present in Tokyo
Jima. By revealing that patriarchy is “historical and contingent” and not an inevitable,
natural order (Butler, Gender 45), Kirino puts forward a feminist work of
demythologization.

Kirino addresses the blurriness of the boundaries between everyday life and

extraordinary events (nichijo/hinichijo B % / 3E B &), between the average and the

uncommon (heibon/hibon M./ FEMN) (T. Suzuki 369). Tokyo jima features Kiyoko,
described as a middle-aged woman who is cast away on a desert island with her (first)
husband, Takashi, a former bank employee. Initially, they are alone on the island, but
gradually the island welcomes new residents. A group of twenty-three Japanese young
men arrive after a storm shipwreck. Two years later ten Chinese men come to shore after
being forced to disembark from a ship that sailed away never to come back. Japanese and
Chinese—later addressed to as “Tokyoites” and “Hong Kongers” in the novel —do not live
together as one community under the same rules, but are rather segregated. Hence, Kirino
displays hierarchical structures based on race, class and gender. Kiyoko finds herself being
the only woman on the whole island surrounded by around thirty younger men for several
years, until a group of seven Philippine women arrives after a storm shipwreck. After their
arrival, Kiyoko soon gives birth to twins, Chiki and Chita. As the plot unfolds, tensions
between those who want to stay on the island, and those who want to escape grow
stronger. In the end, after a deadly confrontation, Kiyoko and her daughter Chita manage

to escape, but her son is snatched away and remains on the island. Kiyoko undergoes
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several transformations throughout the story: from being an ordinary wife, to having
multiple husbands, becoming a mother, among others. The plot development and Kiyoko’s
bodily and personal transformations go hand in hand.

Tokyo jima is a story about the search for meaning in life, in which one’s gender, class
and ethnicity matter in the struggle for survival and power on an unidentified Pacific
island. This setting is a new take on the real life incident of Anatahan, a Pacific island in

the Northern Marianas, where Higa Kazuko (FLZEF0F) was the only woman among

thirty-one male World War II soldiers who continued to fight after Japan surrendered
(Schilling; “Tokyo-jima” 5). Kirino’s depiction has been compared to The Saga of
Anatahan (1953) directed by Josef von Sternberg, which was based on the two memoirs by
Maruyama Michiro FLILEER, Anatahan 7 F % 7~ (1951), and a later edition in
September 1952, Anatahan no Kokuhaku 7 7 %/~ D H (Confession of Anatahan)
which included the testimony of another survivor Tanaka Hidechi M % & (Schilling).
Kirino’s novel is about a group of people building a community, reconstructing a
patriarchal society in conditions near to an idea of an “original” state of nature; that is to
say, “primitive” and “uncivilized.” It is important to clarify that Kirino’s treatment of
nature is far from realistic but rather caricature-like. Yet, it is about the relationship
between human beings and nature, so nature itself plays an important narrative role
throughout the novel. Therefore, it is not only a cast away thriller but also, as previously
stressed, a myth about the beginnings of (a) society used to demythologize patriarchy. Not
only foundational myths but also folklore and literature often feature a woman who
disappears into the underworld —women are locked in the chthonic, destined to the realm
of death. Thus, the disappearing or missing woman can be considered a recurring motif
that constitutes a Japanese cultural paradigm (Kawai 176). However, in Tokyo jima Kirino

lets Kiyoko live: the woman survives, in fact. Kiyoko shifts from victim to heroine, and
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thus, Kirino rewrites the “origin” myth. In other words, female embodiment takes on the
task of survival through demythologization. Therefore, Tokyo jima gives an account of the
power struggles in the face of myth production.

Kirino states that myths are even more important for society as a whole than to human
beings individually (“Ningen” 5). She explains that there are arbitrary stories that are
necessary to maintain power, and also, that there are stories necessary for human beings in
order to live (5). Being aware of the power of stories, the author wants to write stories that
people desire to read, stories that somehow people need (5). The creation of Tokyo jima is
not isolated from Kirino’s general writing process, since she writes several works
simultaneously. Therefore, it is possible to identify common elements and echoes between
her texts. Besides Tokyo jima, her novel Politikon 7RV 7 4 =22 (2011) also deals with
the themes of utopia, dystopia, and community building in the absence of love, and also,
Kirino identifies reflections of Tokyo jima in the writing of Joshinki 783 (The Goddess
Chronicle 2008; trans. 2013) (5). Kirino even feels that, “in that regard, Tokyo jima is like
the mother of the story that will be born next” (“Ningen” 5; my trans.).”* There are loud
mythic echoes between these two novels; in Tokyo jima she demythologizes the patriarchal
myth, and in Joshinki she rewrites the myth of Izanagi and Izanami by creating an afterlife

for the goddess Izanami."* In the original myth, Izanami’s death and Izanagi’s escape

PTEORTE, THRAB] b aWEO BRIV L O] (“Ningen” 3)

" Kirino’s novel Joshinki (The goddess chronicle, 2008; trans. 2013) can be considered a feminist
rewriting of the myth of Izanagi and Izanami. This creational myth found in the Kojiki ends with
female-goddess Izanami sealed in the Yomi and most of the attention shifts to Izanagi and his
offspring—the origins of Japan’s imperial line (Copeland “Angry™). Kirino chooses to look at
Izanami’s afterlife instead. In this novel, Namina, a mortal woman, meets goddess Izanami in the
underground world after being murdered by her husband. There is a special bond between the two
of them as they share a similar pain, holding deep grudges towards their husbands and seeking
revenge. Itd Hiromi’s long poem/short story Watashi wa Anjuhimeko de aru (1 am Anjuhimeko,
1993; trans. 2009) also draws on the Izanami and Izanagi myth, and on several other figures in
Japanese mythology and folklore, relying heavily on the legend of Sanshd Dayia [LIFRKF
(Sanshd the Bailiff), and on an oral version of this same legend. Itd tells the story of an abused
young girl who is trying to come back to life, looking for a place called Tennoji. On her way, she
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indicate “the transcendence of the male over the female and the subordinate position of the
act of reproduction and the maternal process generally” (Hartley, “Writing” 293 qtd. in
Seaman, Writing 5). In both demythologizing works, Kirino gives voice and agency to
female figures.

Tokyo jima is literarily influenced by castaway classics such as Verne’s Two Year's
Vacation (Deux ans de vacances, 1888), Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), and Defoe’s
Robinson Crusoe (1719) (Kirino, “Ningen” 2). However, there are several distinctive
features of Tokyo jima: the feminist demythologizing enterprise, the depiction of an older,
regular-looking woman whose whole existence dramatically changes while surviving on
an island, the selfishness required for survival and the uses of irony, parody and the
grotesque.

This chapter is divided into three main sections: “2.2. Female sexuality in a patriarchal
society” explores themes related to Kiyoko’s sexuality in connection to the construction of
a society with patriarchal values; “2.3. Pregnancy and childbirth” focuses on the
experiences of Kiyoko’s maternal body and its symbolism in the novel; and finally, “2.4.
Resignifying mothering” deals with the subversive quality of Kirino’s narrative regarding
maternal love, the naturalization of childbirth and breastfeeding, and the mother-child
plots. These sections are followed by the “2.5. Conclusive remarks,” in which I elaborate

on the main takeaways from this novel in terms of “embodied survival” from a gender

perspective.

encounters a yamanba 1% (mountain witch) who brings her closer to overcoming her trauma.
Kirino and It5 allude to the same myth in radically different ways, resulting in two unique literary
retellings. Yet. both authors engage in a similar feminist creative process that denounces and
repairs historical silences regarding the female experience, particularly sexuality and childbirth.
Both works attempt to understand psychological and cultural aspects of women’s oppression, and
provide a literary voice to victims of abuse and betrayal.
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2.2. Female sexuality in a patriarchal society
2.2.1. Kiyoko: a married femme fatale

The novel unfolds when the lottery to choose Kiyoko’s fourth husband is about to
start. The narration’s perspective shifts through different characters, but it largely relies on
Kiyoko, and the time line jumps back and forth constantly, so readers find themselves
puzzling out the order of events. Five years prior to the novel’s beginning Kiyoko, at the
age of forty-one, and her husband Takashi arrive at the island. In the beginning, the island
is a symbol of hope, salvation and life. Yet, it gradually becomes an oppressive place from
which she hopes to escape. Similarly, at first, Kiyoko is also viewed as the most valuable
member of the community and as an object of desire, but gradually, others grow tired of
her, and feel a desire to stay away from her. Kirino paradoxically depicts a formerly
ordinary housewife, in her forties, who becomes a sex queen that momentarily controls
everyone through her sex power (T. Suzuki 368-369).

Takashi dies mysteriously not long after the other Japanese men arrive at the island.
Kasukabe, who was having an affair with Kiyoko, is probably the one who pushed Takashi

off what will later be referred to as the sainara %1 7+ = (sayonara, “farewell”) cliff—a
symbol of death on the island. Kasukabe becomes Kiyoko’s second husband, and their
relatively short relationship is mainly sexual —she even refers to him as a “sex machine”
(Kirino, Tokyo 41). He is also murdered by an anonymous “Tokyoite.”

After they both die, she is perceived as a femme fatale, masho no onna FEMED 7z,
who brings death to her men (Kirino, “Ningen™ 3). She is not an archetypical femme fatale
in the sense that she is not “attractive,” yet she possesses the most important characteristic
of this trope; that is, men are willing to die and kill for her. Consequently, to restrain her

power, a rotational lottery system in which Kiyoko herself is the big prize is implemented
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to choose her future husbands. Her third husband is Noboru, and her fourth and final one is
G .M/Y utaka. Once this system is implemented, men’s libido for her gradually weakens.
Kirino points out during a conversation with Sato Masaru %%, the reason men yearn

for her in the beginning is not only out of sex lust, but also, out of loneliness (Kirino and
Sato).

The femme fatale figure engages directly with the vexed question of agency and
destiny—a question that pervades the whole novel (Bronfen 105). Slavoj Zizek’s
differentiation between the classic noir femme fatale of the 40s and the new femme fatale
turns out to be useful to better understand this trope. According to Mary Ann Doane, the
femme fatale is “frequently punished or killed. Her textual eradication involves a desperate
reassertion of control on the part of the threatened male subject. Hence, it would be a
mistake to see her as some kind of heroine of modernity. She is not the subject of
feminism but a symptom of male fears about feminism” (2-3). This description fits the
classic notion of the femme fatale, who Zizek contends is not “simply a threat to the male
patriarchal identity” but that actually “functions as the ‘inherent transgression’ of the
patriarchal symbolic universe...the figure of the enemy engendered by the patriarchal
system itself” (11-12). Female eradication is also a characteristic of foundational Japanese
myths; hence, female presence or survival not only threatens but also transgresses
patriarchy.

Even if this is partly true for Kiyoko’s depiction, given that she is punished and
victimized in several occasions throughout the novel, in Kirino’s hands the femme fatale is
not completely eradicated, on the contrary, Kiyoko’s personal journey and her
problematized agency, can still be read as a subject of feminism. Her demythologization
implies letting her heroine survive. Hence, Kiyoko at a number of points in the story is

closer to the new version of the femme fatale, “‘characterized by direct, outspoken sexual
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aggressivity, verbal and physical, by direct self-commodification and self-manipulation.
She has the ‘mind of a pimp in the body of a whore” (Zizek 11). Zizek’s phrasing evokes
the power dynamics of the sex industry between the pimp (often male exploiter) and the
whore (female prostitute). Pimping relates to human trafficking and sexual slavery because
pimps often control and victimize the prostitute (Kessler 11). By merging both figures,
pimp and whore, as well as mind and body, the figure of the new femme fatale takes
control over her own sexuality. As Kessler writes, the “reclaimation of the term ‘whore’
suggests that sex work is empowering” (53).

Bronfen stresses that the femme fatale “forces the spectator to decide whether she acts
as an empowered modern subject or is simply to be understood as the expression of an
unconscious death drive, indeed, whether we are to conceive of her as an independent
figure or merely as a figure of projection for masculine anxiety” (114). I suggest that we
read Kiyoko as an empowered figure who displays a strong tendency towards survival and
life producing drives such as sex. She is both: sometimes “she is punished and the order of
male domination is reasserted” (Zizek 12), and sometimes she is a “cold manipulating
subject interested only in raw sex, reducing her partner to a partial object” (13). Kiyoko’s
agency is problematic: her subjectivity is sometimes caught up in being a projection of
male anxiety or an object of their desire, yet she does not renounce to her independence.
All in all, I believe that Kiyoko is closer to Jane Caputi’s positive vision of the femme
fatale, as *“an outlawed form of female divinity, potency, genius, sexual agency,
independence, vengeance and death power” (328).

The implementation of the lottery system can be read as a parody of the institution of
marriage itself, portraying a sort of “trophy-wife” that does not fit the trophy-wife’s profile
either; Kiyoko is not young and attractive; moreover, she is marrying men who are

younger than her. Kirino leaves us not only with the femme fatale’s paradox but also with
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the wife’s one: here marriage is not only a form of oppression and control, but also a
source of power.

According to Copeland, marriage plays an important role in the institutionalization of
male supremacy and heterosexuality (“Woman” 259). In her words, “the marriage system
requires a woman’s sacrifice of subjectivity and agency and then denies knowledge of her
sacrifice, creating a myth that would suggest subdued obedience is a woman’s natural
state” (264). However, the marriage system in Tokyo jima requires men to accept Kiyoko
as she is. Paradoxically, as men attempt to control Kiyoko, her subjectivity and agency
develop, and she never displays an entirely submissive behavior. Therefore, Kirino
“rend|[s| the myth of perfect wifeliness” that patriarchal society has carefully constructed
(258).

Islanders do not want to talk about the Sainara cliff nor remember what has happened
there: three men lay dead there (Takashi, Kasukabe and Sakai—the only carpenter who
died of food poisoning after eating a crab) (Kirino, Tokyo 68). Takashi’s and Kasukabe’s
deaths reinforce Kiyoko’s identification with the femme fatale and display the typical
movements of desire and its imitative nature. This particular reading is informed by René
Girard’s thoughts on triangular structures of mimetic desire—composed by the self or
desiring subject, the mediator or model, and the object of desire—and how it fuels envy
and rivalry, resulting in violence or death (Deceit 11-14). In Girard’s words, “the
inevitable consequences of desire copied from another desire are ‘envy, jealousy, and
impotent hatred™ (Deceit 41). Kiyoko believes that several men killed Kasukabe together
because his corpse was really distant from the cliff. Despite crying in public for Kasukabe,
and feeling sad about his death, her grieving coexists with a sense of worth rooted deep
inside her because other men are willing to kill for her. Similarly, Kiyoko smiles when she

thinks of Takashi’s death (Kirino, Tokyo 71).
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The complexity of her feelings is described in the novel as it follows: “It is my very
presence that makes men’s instinct to be exposed. Isn’t being a catalyst, also, what makes
women qualified? Precisely because Sainara cliff is an outlet of malice, for Kiyoko, it is
what reminds her of men fighting, and what excites her. Perhaps this is why, when she
thinks of the Sainara cliff she secretly wets herself” (Kirino Tokyo 71; my trans.).” As
explained, my reading of Kiyoko is informed by the femme fatale trope, as it is the
emphasis on her sexual excitement what makes her dangerous. In this sense, female
sexuality is depicted as being dangerous to men. Following Zizek, I claim we can identify
in Kiyoko an intimate link between death and desire. Hence, thanatos (death
drive/aggression) and eros (life drive/libido) appear not as opposing forces of connection
and disconnection—as in Freud’s theories (Beyond; ‘“‘The Ego”)—but rather as
inseparable, interwoven forces—closer to Bataille’s reworking of these drives (Death)
(Zizek 6, 10).

Kiyoko used to be a conventional wife but since setting foot on the island, marriage is
not monogamous, and Kiyoko enjoys her sexual freedom. By the time of her fourth
wedding she has had sex with almost all Japanese men on the island (Kirino, Tokyo 29).
Kiyoko’s role on the island is initially defined in terms of male desire, and she embraces
this role enjoying being the center of attention. As described in the novel on the day of the
selection of her fourth husband: “‘Since today I'm playing the leading part I need to look
beautiful’ —she murmured, letting out an unconscious smile. But, Kiyoko was always
playing the leading part wherever she was” (12; my trans.)."” Moreover, the narrator

wonders: “People dying, hurting. How many women in the world are being yearned for by

BTHRSHRWAENSZF, BOREXHEHELICENLOE, Evw), ikl LTAEES
DL EOHIEETIIH D E VD, EFIZE>TH AT TIMTIEZEOHITAE0E 2%, B
FTHEB0RFOLOZRVEISEL RESHOLNIGMTLH -T2, FAFTTFIHD
TEEFERDE, BENIHNDIOE, FOEWEA D (T))
CTASRRERLOENGHFRIIL S »b R, ERWEA, BERTFICELANEATT
Wi, EFIENDIE 2 TEI > TERE-T (12)
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men to this point?” (12; my trans.)."” Therefore, Kiyoko uses her sexuality and gender

identity to secure her survival on the island.

2.2.2. Searching for home

When all the other Tokyoites give up on the idea of being rescued, they decide to
build a new community on their own, and make of this deserted place their new homeland.
Amongst the Japanese men we find Watanabe, the hikikomori, a misfit of society, even in
Tokyo jima's society. He lives by himself in Tokaimura, the farthest point of the island all
by himself. Tokaimura is filled with yellow tanks containing nuclear waste that have been
dumped on the beach, thus Tokyo jima’s nature is also exposed to outer pollution.
Tokyoites named this part of the island “Tokaimura,” and it is a direct reference to the
nuclear accidents that happened there in 1999 (Kumagai 51). Underlying this reference,
Kirino displays concern about the way humanity has interacted with nature, and a specific
warning against nuclear accidents and nuclear waste management in Japan. Yet, in the
novel, “Tokaimura” also stands as a possible way out of the island: if boats would come to
dispose more waste in the future, then maybe they could be rescued. Perhaps, this is the
main reason for Watanabe to live there, which eventually leads to a positive outcome since
he is the only one in the whole island that is rescued in this way.

The other Japanese young men are members of the “precariat,” the so-called working
class, they used to be part-time workers for a research project involving wild horses on
Yonaguni Island; they were specifically looking for parasites in the manure of horses.
Unsatisfied with their job situation, they stole a boat and escaped. However—as nature
would have it—a typhoon caused a shipwreck and, with the help of Kiyoko and Takashi,

they came ashore.

TIAMFEEATLZY  BELED, ZREEBICERNON LB IERIZMANDZS S )
(12)
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In the end, they are the ones who named the island, “Tokyo Island,” a twofold act:
shoWing nostalgia for home, as well as a determination to build a new home. Even though
the island has nothing in common with the actual city of Tokyo, they use familiar names
from the city and Japan to divide the island: the Imperial Palace, Shinjuku, Shibuya,
Odaiba (the island’s harbor), Tokaimura, Chofu, etc. As literature scholar Shan Lianying
points out, “through naming, the Japanese not only projected their desire onto the island
but also made the unfamiliar space into something familiar” (6). The projected desire can
be interpreted as a preference of culture over nature, which is also evidenced in the ways
the Japanese interact with the island (6). The Japanese reserved the best parts of the islands
for themselves; they were living in “Tokyo,” in the western part of the island. While the
Chinese were left with the parts that were more difficult to live in, they were secluded to
“Hong Kong,” the eastern part. The division between west and east is not a casual choice,
as it denotes hierarchical segregation based on ethnicity. The power system on the island
echoes the more general West-East binary, and it also relates to how the Chinese are
considered “second-class citizens” in the novel: they were not only abandoned on the
island, but also, once there, they were looked down upon by the Japanese (5). Perhaps
herein lies a complaint against the real-life treatment of Chinese as second-class citizens in
Japan. However, the Hong Kongers are much more skilled with nature than the Tokyoites,
and they relate to the natural environment in a more sustainable and productive way. For
instance, they managed to make a sun clock, produce spices, and raise wild pigs, among
others. These details work within the story plot to depict gendered representations of
ethnicity: Chinese handymen, and later in the story, Filipina women singers/entertainers.
Hence, Kirino’s portrayal of a hierarchical society deals with the intersections between
ethnic minorities, gender and class, and she exploits stereotypical images of Chinese and

Filipino citizens held by the Japanese.
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2.2.3. Kiyoko and the island: “eggs”

The parallel between Kiyoko and the island is rather explicit: “Kiyoko and Tokyo
Island were certainly similar. Isolated and enclosed by the impetuous ocean, the island is
as severe as Kiyoko. Like the belly button of the ocean, the island is flat, and its shape is as
commonplace as Kiyoko” (Kirino, Tokyo 161-162; my trans.).”® Kirino’s imagery does not
simply equate Kiyoko and the island, but rather draws a recurrent analogy between the two
of them to explain and expand on their particular features. Kiyoko is just an ordinary,
regular-looking woman who is alone in an adverse scenario.

The association between Kiyoko and the island echoes the associations between
‘women’ and ‘nature’ that sustain the myth of patriarchy. Yet, this link is the result of
modernization and contributes to a set of paradoxical norms that women face in
contemporary Japan (Hansen 37). As, Ueno points out: “in modern industrialized society,
woman is assigned nature as opposed to culture. In this situation, she has no choice but to
either accept her alleged inferiority or hate her own femininity” (172). This link between
‘women’ and ‘nature,” and ‘men’ and ‘culture’ was the result of modernity and
industrialization (Modern 172). Hence, Kirino’s parallels are part of her overall
demythologizing strategy of the patriarchal myth.

Drawing on Shan’s interpretation, Kiyoko and the island are treated similarly by men:
men want to take advantage of the natural resources and the environment, just as they want
to do with Kiyoko’s body and her sexuality (7). This can also be read through Ueno’s
gendered view on industrialization, as a process in which “Japanese people destroyed

nature with their hand...a process of civilization that eventually leads to destruction of the
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female principle” (Modern 172). However, in Tokyo jima Kiyoko’s survival provides an
alternative to destruction. Kiyoko’s role is thus complex and contradictory. Kiyoko is far
from being a passive character; she faces dangers, lies, resorts to violence and uses her
sexual power to her advantage. She is aware of the important status granted to her by being
the only woman on the island, as if she were an endangered species:

I'm the equivalent of the crested ibis of Tokyo Island. When they [the men]

grow old and decay on this island, and if they then feel satisfied with the

island’s ecosystem that has not been disrupted; it is only because Kiyoko was

with them. Accordingly, it is only natural that she is cherished.” (Kirino,

Tokyo 19; my trans.)"’
Even when Kiyoko transitions from being treasured to becoming a less interesting sexual
commodity, and men on the island grow tired of her, the feeling of being the “only one”
stays with her until the end of the novel (Kirino, “Ningen” 3-4). Kiyoko’s role on the
island is related to the way in which her mere existence protects the ecosystem of the
island, which infuses her with self-confidence (3-4). Moreover, her existence merges
symbolically with the island itself, and both Kiyoko and the island are needed in order to
satisfy men’s needs. In Kiyoko’s case, it is through playing several roles in relation to
men— wife, fernme fatale, whore, mother, and even a sort of goddess—throughout the
story (Shan 7).

Despite the sociocultural differences between Tokyoites, Hong Kongers, and later on
Filipinos, the island welcomes all of them, regardless of their backgrounds, and it provides
them with shelter and food (coconuts, taro potatoes, wild bananas, etc.) (Shan 6): “If we

disregard the fact that it is a deserted island, and that nobody will come to their rescue, one
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could say it's like a paradise” (Kirino, Tokyo 13; my trans.).”® Therefore, the Hong
Kongers refer to the island as “the egg,” which grasps the natural qualities of the island
(50).2' Kiyoko agrees on it being a more suitable name than “Tokyo,” as she says:
“Certainly, the deserted island is also an egg. An organism covered by a shell” (50; my
trans.).”” Continuing with the symbolic overlap between the island and Kiyoko, this
metaphor is also applicable to Kiyoko herself as a pregnant woman since “eggs” are often
representative of female reproduction. In fact, soon after she realizes she is pregnant, she
says: “Tokyo itself is an egg. | mean it was one egg. On a desert island, which is only an
egg, lives more eggs. How absurd” (82; my trans.).”

Not only do the Hong Kongers seem to thrive on the island, but Kiyoko too. From the
very first part of the novel we know that her body adapts naturally to the island by putting
on weight. In fact, she is the fattest on the island, and even in this unlikely scenario on a
remote island with strangers, she is fat-shamed. One of the Hong Kongers makes a gesture
behind her back with his hands to indicate how fat she was, making others around him
laugh (13).

The next passage illustrates Kiyoko’s bodily adaptation to the island: “Not even she
understands why she is getting fat living in this poverty. It was like her plump body with
plenty of fat was a proof that the island’s lifestyle fitted her, and she didn’t like that.
‘Seems you got fat sucking men’s energy’ — bad-mouthed Watanabe” (13-14; my trans.).**

LEINYS

Kirino uses the word seiki £ (“vigor.” “energy”), and its closeness to the word seieki

N TEABS TR RZNI EEARRITIE, BEESZRVWIELRNST) (13)

VIR a e b FE‘/J\ DED T ERLTWD EBWIZ ERnH -7 (50)
P IREDNC, BARIIIITLH -7, @b~ LM (50)

PlThoxaviZzn 1E], 2F0, ~BOINLROIE 72, IITL2RWEARIZ, &
IO ETLBEBEL I (82)

P IHEAEZEROIIARERDZON, B THLIS bbby, BN 50 ik
DOEIZ, BOEERHICE S TWA I EDHFERLT-WTRIZALRN-T-, BOER
TRATZAEDSD, EWlof=diE, DDOENT FF77) (13-14)

to



60

K& (“sperm”) cannot be overlooked. This alludes to Kiyoko’s sexual relations with the
men in the island, but it also foreshadows Kiyoko’s pregnancy.

Kiyoko’s bodily transformations epitomize her affiliation with the island, which
reaches a peak when she becomes pregnant and gives birth safely to twins. During her
twenty years of married life in Tokyo she did not bear any children, in fact, she
experienced several miscarriages (Kirino, Tokyo 83, 159). Despite her age, her body is
even more fertile than before coming to the island: “The island forced my pregnancy as the
ultimate symbol of fertility and as a scheme to create additional confusion”® (162; my
trans.). This transformation seems to come independently from her will, hence her forced
pregnancy problematizes Kiyoko’s very agency. For Kiyoko’s body, life on the island
somehow renews her female sexuality and strengthens her reproductive capacities but also
displays the interplay between nature and culture, and the tensions between agency and

destiny.

2.2.4. Kiyoko: A desiring subject and/or “whore”

Up until her fourth wedding, Kiyoko’s social role is a combination between wife,
femme fatale—as previously exposed—and also, whore. For example, Inukichi makes her
a necklace in exchange for sex—a clear business transaction. Even more so is when she
complies with the desires of a masochist man, referred to as Yamada, who, soon after
Kasukabe dies, offers a dead mouse to Kiyoko in exchange for sex in which she plays a
dominant role—one of the grotesque elements of the story. Even though she does not feel
any desire to have sadomasochistic sex, she accepts because it has been too long since she
has had any animal protein. This decision highlights the power of Kiyoko’s survival

instinct and how sometimes women are driven to use sex as an exploitable commodity.

BIERTBOEYDORE., SHRHEEAZAELIEHIFE, & LTHDILERE®R O
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Kirino’s depiction of this sexual encounter is rather blunt, which adds to the way she
problematizes the connections between sex, gender and power: “As Kiyoko pulled his
penis, she threw up on Yamada. Vegetable-only-eating Kiyoko’s green vomit was
splendidly pored onto Yamada’s face. Yamada seemed to think of it as an act of grace and
he ejaculated with a joyous expression on his face, but Kiyoko didn’t understand at all why
she threw up” (70; my trans.).*® Yamada—in spite of playing a submissive sex role—asks
for what he wants in bed and enjoys fully. This is the sex-positive premise of
sadomasochism: as long as two people consensually agree and enjoy, it can be viewed as
an empowering act. However, the situation is not so clear-cut when one person is forced to
do it, and does not enjoy it. In Kiyoko’s case, she is not forced to do it, because she had the
opportunity to say “no,” and this is an example of self-determination. Yet, since she does
not enjoy it at all, we can interpret her behavior as a detriment to her empowerment. In this
case, Kirino puts her finger on the main arguments in feminist debates and views on
prostitution.

Even though Kiyoko is far from being a teenager, Ueno Chizuko’s thoughts regarding
enjo kosai 12BIZZFE (a euphemism denoting teen girls’ prostitution) and feminism shed
light on the aforementioned tension:

In a limited context, women may make the reasonable decision making, which

in turn will end up with reinforcement of the existing power structure. In the

short run, it may be girls who gain from this game, but in the long run, it is

patriarchy that wins, leaving the assumption intact that a woman’s body is

served for the male desire as an object. (“Self-determination” 323)
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When women sell sex by choice they are asserting the right over their own bodies, and in a
way they are challenging sexual norms by defining their sexuality on their own terms, but
at the same time, they are being sexually objectified by men, which keeps reproducing an
oppressive structure (323). As Ueno notes, “a notion of self-determination obscures the
political power structure, where the social resources are disproportionally allocated by
gender” (“Self-determination,” 323). In Tokyo jima the Japanese rebuild a patriarchal
society whose power structure reveals a disproportionate distribution of resources that
causes both gender and ethnic inequality.

Prostitution is a recurring theme in Kirino’s work. For instance, Mizu no nemuri hai

no yume 7K DIRY K DOE (Sleep in water, dream in ashes, 1995), Gyokuran |
(Magnolia, 2001), Gurotesuku 7'a 5 A 7 (Grotesque, 2003; trans. 2006), and Riaru

warudo V) 7L+ 7—)L F (Real world, 2003; trans. 2008) tend to depict prostitution as
an empowering act of self-determination surrounded by misfortunes and with a tragic end,
or as the only way for a woman to survive in a patriarchal society (Mochizuki 54). In fact,
in Kirino’s oeuvre, marriage and prostitution are frequently opposed. Women decide
whether to become a wife or a whore, and the former is depicted as a source of
imprisonment and control, while the latter one is portrayed as a route towards sexual
freedom (54).

In Tokyo jima, Kiyoko’s sexuality oscillates between being an empowering act, and
being policed by patriarchal power; this oscillation is yet another side of the same vexed
question of agency. Kiyoko embraces her sexual desire and enjoys and feels powerful. For
instance, when Yan, the leader from the Hong Kongers, comes to congratulate her during
her fourth wedding, she feels aroused and fantasizes about his embrace. Yet, she refuses
his proposal to be part of the lottery. She is in power. She realizes Tokyoites are not

enough for her, as she needs “even more diverse experiences, always with a different man.
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She feels that while being the only woman on the island, her existence has become an
overflowing, enormous desire, greater than all the men on the island together. Even if she
swallowed the whole island, her desire would still be insatiable” (Kirino, Tokyo 30; my
trans.).”’

In this passage, the intensity of Kiyoko’s desire goes beyond the sensation of the
sexual, and brings her closer to an experience of the erotic, understood as “a measure
between the beginnings of our sense of self and the chaos of our strongest feelings”
(Lorde, “The Uses” 88). Furthermore, Kiyoko’s desire can be read “as an assertion of the
life-force of women; of that creative energy empowered” (89). Tokyo jima incorporates
and problematizes descriptions of desire in close connection to the life instinct or drive (as
in Freudian theory). When comparing Tokyo jima to proletarian literature, and
characterizing this genre as being sensual, Kirino stresses that: “You only have your body.
Bodies are reflections of the class system, but this loses its meaning because the body is so
desperately bare. Desire is only focused on survival, and this is, in fact, erotic” (Kirino and
Satd; my trans.).”® Kirino’s words are aligned with Bataille’s thoughts on eroticism in
terms of “assenting to life even in death™ (Eroticism 11) and nakedness as “a contrast to
self-possession, to discontinuous existence” (17). Another example of Kirino’s awareness
of “the erotic” and its connection to the life-drive/instinct can be seen in the figure of the

“fish Eros” (“‘ero sakana” =T ) in the novel. There is not a clear explanation of why,

or who started naming the small fish that they could catch around the island “fish Eros”
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(Kirino, Tokyo 164). Yet, | believe the name is not a mere coincidence; it can be read in
terms of the erotic, as the fish feed them with life force.

In contrast, Kiyoko’s sexuality is also being controlied and looked down upon too. In
Watanabe’s words, “The island’s prostitute. A hag, all loose down there, they want to do it
with you just because you’re the only woman” (Kirino, Tokyo 31; my trans.).” This
statement is twofold regarding being a woman: it emphasizes Kiyoko’s uniqueness, the
“only” one, and it also reproduces stereotypes about an older, sexually active woman.
Watanabe and Kiyoko are always in confrontation, and Kiyoko expresses on several
occasions that she would never have sex with Watanabe, even though he tried once, and in
several parts of the novel hate and desire are depicted as two different sides of the same
coin. That said, survival is Kiyoko’s priority, and consequently, when she realizes
Watanabe knows something related to a possible way of escaping, she offers to have sex
with him if he would tell her. Once again, Kiyoko uses her sexuality for her survival. His
response is shocking and foreshadows Kiyoko’s gradual loss of sexual power on the
island: “What do you mean you’ll let me do it with you? I'm good now, I don’t have to
rely on your vagina” (43; my trans.).’® At this point, the reader does not know exactly
what Watanabe means, since there are no other women in the island yet, but later on, the
reader realizes that Watanabe is referring to same-sex encounters, specifically between him
and Inukuchi. Even if the plot heavily relies on hetero-normativity and the gender binary
system, Kirino includes depictions of different sexual orientations and gendered

expressions that push the boundaries of the system.
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Kiyoko not only provides men with sex but also with a maternal and spousal figure
that responds to their need for connection. By the time of her fourth wedding, Kiyoko
understands that men on the island do not need her in the same way they used to. In other
words, for Kiyoko the time to find meaning in life beyond sex has come. Here is when she
decides to take it upon herself to give GM (husband number four) his memory back. After
their wedding, Kiyoko and GM establish a therapeutically, caring relationship, and
“Yutaka” comes into being—the name chosen by Kiyoko and that will mark his new
identity and existence on the island. In a way not only Yutaka is born, but also Kiyoko is
reborn into her new spousal/motherly role. In fact, this is one of the few moments in the
story arc in which there is love and trust between two people. Kirino describes their sex as
love: “Sex was different from Kasukabe’s violent way, and Noboru’s unilateral way, it was
tender, and full of love and trust. When Kiyoko got Yutaka as her husband, she decided to
cultivate the only thing that was missing on the island. Love” (Kirino, Tokyo 40; my
trans.).”! At this point, in comparison to any other man, Yutaka seems to be the ideal
husband (41). Here Kirino separates “love” from “sexual desire,” and associates it with
care and trust, instead. Towards the end of the story, Yutaka and Kiyoko are forever
separated and they go from love to hate. The text is left open to rethink our own definitions
of love, and by placing love outside life on the island, Kirino also distances love from the
“natural” realm, and places it into the socially constructed one. Therefore, in Tokyo jima

both maternal love and romantic love are fictions from civilization.
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2.2.5. Kiyoko: victim and traitor

The island’s supplies are limited, and Kiyoko’s survival instinct is stronger than her
love for Yutaka. The Hong Kongers have built two boats out of the “waste cans” at
Tokaimura, and are ready to escape. Yan, the Hong Kongers’ leader, makes it clear that he
will only accept Kiyoko in and no other Japanese, leaving her beloved husband Y utaka out
of the escape plan. Here again Kirino works through gendered depictions of ethnic
tensions.

Yan gazes at her erotically. Kiyoko has a premonitory thought and wonders if they
will rape her and then throw her off the boat. She wonders whether this is an opportunity
to be saved or a faster track towards death (Kirino, Tokyo 45). As the Hong Kongers and
Kiyoko are leaving, they look at the island from a distance and notice that the island’s
shape can be compared with an “older woman’s breasts: flat and floppy” (42; my trans.).”
Yet again, Kirino’s novel is rich with symbolic references that juxtapose both Kiyoko’s
body and the island, and, in turn, portray the island as a mother.

As mentioned, when Kiyoko was in a position of power she refused having the Hong
Kongers take part in the lottery to be her husband, and she had even fantasized about Yan.
Now, on the boat, she is under their control, and specifically under Yan’s control. As
anticipated by Kiyoko, Yan rapes her several times in those two weeks. The first rape
scene describes how she takes a mango, and then Yan slaps her in the face, so the mango
falls, then he picks it up and hands it back to her, then he rapes her from behind (51). This
scene displays an abuse of power, and how he decides what he gives to and takes from her.

Yan is completely selfish and abusive:

RPIh—HALTHAEVNSERBIE., BEOILFEDOL I FRo72TEL L7220
(42)
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I guess I’m used to having sex with men I don’t like, so I couldn’t even cry.

He’s a dog, a dog. The night of her wedding in front of the Imperial Palace,

when Kiyoko felt excited at the thought of being embraced by Yan, is

conveniently forgotten. Now only hate lives inside her. Yan wiped his

satisfied parts with Kiyoko’s dress that is turning into a rag, after leaving a

big amount of semen inside her body. (Tokyo 51-52; my trans.)™
In this rape scene Kiyoko’s position is that of a victim. It is certainly an event that happens
against her will. During these two weeks she loses control and ownership over her body.
The lack of consent is what makes this sexual encounter completely different from her
previous ones. As with many perpetrators of sexual violence, Yan enjoys impunity, and as
with many victims, Kiyoko succumbs to silence.

At the beginning he rapes her twice a day on the boat but then he gradually loses
interest, and does not even come near her—which Kiyoko feels thankful for. The other
Hong Kongers, perhaps feeling afraid of Yan, do not show any interest in Kiyoko either
(52). In this scenario, her sexual power is completely diminished. Cahill explains that rape
is,

A violent, sexual, bodily denial and destruction of a person’s sexually

specific inter-subjective being...in a case of a protracted series of rapes (that

is, where a woman is raped continuously over a long period of time), harms

may include the destruction of any sense of sexuality at all, or a sexuality

that is centered around the familiarity of abuse and violence. (194)
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This description seems to be true for Kiyoko, given that after her pregnancy, which is a
direct consequence of Yan'’s rape, her sexuality and libido disappear. In addition, Kiyoko’s
silence and impotence, or seemingly accepting attitude towards Yan'’s violence, is still part
of her survival strategy. In Mackinnon’s words, “the deeper problem is that women are
socialized to passive receptivity; may have or perceive no alternative to acquiescence; may
prefer it to the escalated risk of injury and the humiliation of a lost fight; submit to
survive” (177).

Kiyoko wonders that if hunger were to strike, they would probably eat her first. Even
when there is no food, and despite having lost a little weight while on the boat, Kiyoko is
still the fattest (Kirino, Tokyo 52). The constant remarks about Kiyoko’s body as fat can be
read as a redefinition of the meaning of fat. In this context, fat means being fit for survival
and reproduction.

When they finally make it to an island, which they initially think is a new island,
Kiyoko imagines that if they had Internet she would call her mom, and tell her that she is a
survivor (53). I mention this detail because it reminds us that Kiyoko is also a daughter
herself. In fact, “mothers are not just daughters first, but they are daughters always,”
meaning that one’s maternal subjectivity is closely tied with one’s daughterly subjectivity
(Taniguchi, “Maternal” 2). Also, I would like to highlight the word “survivor” since she is
not only a survivor in an island, but also a rape survivor, and her identity eventually shifts
from victim to survivor. Kiyoko’s identity shifts are marks of the storyline that show the
multiple transitions within a woman’s life.

The hope does not last for long, as they find themselves on the same Tokyo Island.
Yet, even if it had only been two weeks, Tokyo Island is not the same, and the Hong
Kongers’ fate, as well as Kiyoko’s fate and social status on the island have drastically

changed. In fact, she says: “Have | lost the value attached to the scarcity, to being the only
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woman? For Kiyoko, this is synonymous to loss of identity on the island. Kiyoko’s body
shivered” (Kirino, Tokyo 72; my trans.).** Kiyoko finds herself back where she attempted
to escape, in an even lower social status than before she left, as the Japanese are now
considering her a traitor. Kiyoko’s transition to a new status as a traitor resonates with the
racial tension and discrimination faced by prostitutes after World War II, referred to as
“pan-pan,” “‘a derogatory term for street prostitutes who (mostly) served the soldiers of the

occupying forces” (Sakamoto 1).

2.2.6. On gendered subjectivities: Watanabe and Kiyoko

The novel is premised on Kiyoko being the only woman among a group of men; hence
from the very beginning Kirino deals with a gender binary system and works through
gender social expectations and roles. Therefore, the role of gendered subjectivity is
significant to both Kiyoko’s development and depth as a character, and to the plot’s
development, as well.

Both Kiyoko and Watanabe have a strong will to escape, and the plot is fuelled by this
desire (Kirino, “Ningen” 3). Kirino explains that, “there is also the image of Kiyoko and
Watanabe, the two of them making a whole. Even if they really despise each other, they
are also interested in each other. If Watanabe would have been born a woman, he would
probably be a woman like Kiyoko” (“Ningen” 4; my trans.).”” Hence, besides their
antagonistic relationship, they actually reflect each other. In Kirino’s comment about
Watanabe we can notice that even fictional characters respond to culturally charged

notions of sex/gender.
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At some point in the narrative, Watanabe actually acts like a woman, questions
Kiyoko’s status as a woman, and in their confrontation we can identify an example of
gender conformity (in Kiyoko) versus gender nonconformity (in Watanabe). A gender
nonconformist can be understood as “someone who adopts gendered traits that are
stereotypically associated with members of the opposite sex,” and that “do not adhere to
heterosexist notions about appropriate male or female sexual orientation, or sex-based
self-definition or identity” (Lester 4).

Watanabe both despises and desires Kiyoko, in a way he desires to be like Kiyoko.
When Kiyoko comes back from her failed attempt to escape, Watanabe is wearing her
black dress, and says to her: “From now on I'll live as a woman. You're disqualified.
You're just a ‘horny hag.” You’ve been sleeping around with the Hong Kongers, you're a
‘horny hag’ and a traitor. You don’t qualify as a woman. Take that off too! You should
live naked, like a wild monkey!” (Tokyo 85; my trans.).”®

It is important to underline that Watanabe is using features of onna kotoba E

“women’s language” or “feminine speech:” “atashi” (7= L), “anta” (H A 72),

sentence-final particles like “wa” (#2), “yo™ (%), that are difficult to get in translation.”
My interpretation suggests that he is using oné kotoba 7 I 5% “(queen’s language
[literally, older sister’s language/speech]), a parody of stereotypical women’s language that

is generally used by gay (gei) men in a performance of (hyper) femininity” (Maree 67).

One kotoba is often reduced to a reenacting of typical women’s speech, yet it can be

Yl L, b kELTAHEELZLIZLID L, bATZRANRKEL, bATE,
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WD ] (85)

*7 Japanese language has a wide range of specific features (honorifics, morphemes, sentence final
particles, verb forms, pronouns. intonation and pitch, among others) that constitute the so-called
gender specific speech styles, such as “women’s language”™ or “men’s language” (Camp 71). For
more on how these speech styles tie into gender norms and expectations see: Maree, Okamoto and
Smith.
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viewed as a way to challenge gender norms and stereotypes. In fact, Maree notes that it “is
an integral part of Japanese queer culture and community formation; it can invoke feelings
of belonging despite, or perhaps because of, its potential maliciousness” (80). As we can
grasp from the very definition of one kotoba the limits between onna kotoba and one
kotoba are not objectively distinct. In a way, oné kotoba is onna kotoba, yet it is used and
performed in different ways. Hence, we need to appeal to the speaker’s intentions, their
gender identity, sexual orientation and context to claim that Watanabe is using oné kotoba.
In this particular scene we know he is performing, he does not recognize himself as a
woman, but he is parodying women’s stereotypes rather than reproducing feminine norms
(Maree 71; Camp 74). Also, since Watanabe has same-sex sexual encounters, he can be
read as a gay man performing femininity, which is one of the characteristics of oné kotoba.
If we take into consideration the author’s descriptions of Watanabe, we know that he is
both the antagonist and a reflection of Kiyoko. Therefore, his character blurs boundaries,
and exemplifies the possibility of transgressing gender norms. To some extent, Watanabe’s
use of oné kotoba exemplifies his own negotiation of gender: he is not a traditional,
heteronormative man nor a woman—rather we may read him as a gender nonconformist.
In addition to his gender and sexual orientation, what defines his use of oné kotoba are the
elements of parody, performance, and dressing up. He performs the constructed nature of
gender expressions and challenges biological myths and binary thought. Furthermore, as
Lucy Fraser suggests, “Japanese women writers use language to ‘perform’ the gender of
their characters, just as those characters themselves perform gender within these stories™
(16).

In the aforementioned passage | identify three elements in connection to the gendered
subjectivities and gender performativity displayed in the novel. Firstly, Watanabe’s claims

put blame and shame on the victim. In fact, he does not even recognize Kiyoko as victim,
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but rather as an agent responsible of her own fate. He loosely links Kiyoko’s previous
sexual desires to her experience on the boat, of which he knows nothing about. This way
of talking resonates with the victim blaming and shaming so common within rape culture.

Secondly, this passage also deals with the question of what it means to be a “woman,”
and who qualifies. Hence, being a woman is not equivalent to having a female body, but it
rather entails behaving according to social expectations and norms that enable
self-identification and also external recognition from others as a woman. Watanabe’s
words convey an ideal of a Japanese woman: somebody who is not a traitor, or who does
not sleep around with foreigners. This scene can be read as an example of
Fausto-Sterling’s main claims, “that labeling someone a man or a woman is a social
decision” (Sexing 3).

Thirdly, this passage questions the flexibility of gender identity. When Watanabe says
he wants to live like a woman, he performs gender through speech and clothing, but then
he is asked by Yutaka to take off his dress and give it back to Kiyoko. This poses the
question: Is gender identity treated as something that we can put on/take off, like clothes?
Also, still in connection with one’s appearance and gender identity, by asking Kiyoko to
live naked like a monkey, attempting to remove her gender identity, we can conclude that
there is no gender in nature.”™ Rather, we are encouraged to think of gender in terms of a
sociocultural construct. In other words, our ideas of both sex and gender develop as we
grow, the way we present ourselves, our multiple identifications vary depending on the
context and on different situations; identities are not fixed but rather fluid.

Kiyoko’s response to Watanabe’s attack is also revealing of the intertwined
relationship between the biological or sexed body, and gender identity, and problematizes

the issue of identity by emphasizing the materiality of the body. She says: “Not only me,

3% This imagery brings to mind one of the most famous American drag queens, Ru Paul’s saying:
“We’re born naked and the rest is drag” (Ru Paul).
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but even the child inside me cannot live. Kiyoko surprised herself for already thinking
about the fetus. This is what it is to be a woman. Again, feeling an indescribable sense of
superiority, Kiyoko sneered at Watanabe™ (86; my trans.).”

In this scene, Kirino depicts an opposition between a man impersonating a woman
(Watanabe) and a woman who bases her identity on her female body, in this case, on her
maternal body (Kiyoko). This, in turn, parallels two different discourses on gender. One is
about performativity —understanding gender as a sociocultural construct; the other one is
about “natural” coherence —equating gender to the biological sex. The experiences of the
female body such as menstruation and pregnancy problematize the former definition of
gender, and are often used to reinforce the latter one, creating an essentialist and
naturalistic vision of womanhood. However, a closer look at Kirino’s work reveals that
this vision of womanhood is also “fictionally” (socio-culturally) constructed.® As
Fujimura writes: “just because something is constructed does not mean that is not real” (4
qtd. in Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 273). In general, Kirino’s work shows gender identity in a
fluid and performative way, and at the same time, she includes the experiences of the
female body, incorporating the materiality of the body into the gender performance. As
mentioned, Watanabe plays with gender in a nonconformist way, but it is important to
clarify that he is not depicted as a transgendered woman. The questions raised during
Watanabe and Kiyoko’s confrontation, however, do open up a space to think about the
available stereotypes, and possible tensions between transgendered and cis-gendered

women.
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* Haraway also writes: “the bodies are perfectly ‘real.” Nothing about corporealization is ‘merely
fiction.” But corporealization is tropic and historically specific at every layer of its tissues” (142
qtd. in Fausto-Sterling, Sexing 273).
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As Fausto-Sterling points out, the work of Judith Butler “suggests that we look at the
body as a system that simultaneously produces and is produced by social meanings, just as
any biological organinsm always results from the combined and simultaneous actions of
nature and nurture” (Sexing 23). Butler’s work on gender and performativity informs this
literary analysis on gendered subjectivity:

The misapprehension about gender performativity is this: that gender is a

choice, or that gender is a role, or that gender is a construction that one puts

on, as one puts on clothes in the morning, that there is a “one” who is prior to

this gender, a one who goes to the wardrobe of gender and decides with

deliberation which gender it will be today. This is a voluntarist account of

gender which presumes a subject, intact, prior to its gendering. (“Critically”

21)

Butler contends that the assertion of gender being performative does not mean that gender
is “purely an act of free-will and agency” (Dale 151). Here we find a response to the
question of gender being something we put on and take off; gender as a fluid sociocultural
construction denotes change but not by a subject on a daily basis, but rather on a
sociocultural and historical scale through repetition and citation. In Butler’s words,

Gender is not a noun, but neither is it a set of free-floating attributes, for we

have seen that the substantive effect of gender is performatively produced

and compelled by the regulatory practices of gender coherence. Hence,

within the inherited discourse of the metaphysics of substance, gender

proves to be performative—that is, constituting the identity it is purported to

be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject

who might be said to preexist the deed. (Butler, Gender 34)
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For Butler, rather than a noun, gender is more like a verb; always a constructing rather than
a construction—this is what entails referring to it as a performance. Gender performativity
is directly affected by sociocultural norms of gender: gender stereotypes, roles and
expectations. Performances are “fictional,” socio-culturally constructed, and Kirino’s
Tokyo jima displays gendered subjectivities in terms of performance. Kirino fictionally
creates a “natural” subject/character, and plays with experiences of pregnancy and
childbirth as reifying traits of that natural subject, like Kiyoko. Simultaneously, she also
creates “cultural” subjects/characters with diverse gender expressions, like Watanabe.

Drag is one of the clearest examples of pushing the boundaries of the gender system,
showing the porosity of categories such as “woman” and “man,” and dismantling the false
coherence between sex, gender identity and sexuality:

The performance of drag plays upon the distinction between the anatomy of

the performer and the gender that is being performed. But we are actually in

the presence of three contingent dimensions of significant corporeality:

anatomical sex, gender identity, and gender performance. If the anatomy of

the performer is already distinct from the gender of the performer, and both

of those are distinct from the gender of the performance, then the

performance suggests a dissonance not only between sex and performance,

but sex and gender, and gender and performance. As much as drag creates a

unified picture of “woman” (what its critics often oppose), it also reveals the

distinctness of those aspects of gendered experience, which are falsely

naturalized as a unity through the regulatory fiction of heterosexual

coherence. In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative

structure of gender itself—as well as its contingency. (Butler, Gender 137)
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Imitation of gender and gender performance happens both at a conscious/intentional level,
as well as at a subconscious/unintentional level. Sonja Dale’s clarifications regarding
cynical performances are useful for reading both Watanabe’s and Kiyoko’s imitations of
gender:

The individual who performs as a “man” or “woman” in drag, who makes an

intentional performance, is a cynical actor. Cynical performance is not limited

to the literal stage—a female acting ditzy in order to avoid a speeding ticket, a

male offering to carry his female companion’s heavy bags are both examples

of cynical performances. As such, such a performance is about recognizing

social roles, and performing according to expectations knowingly and with

intention. This distinction is important because it allows us to recognize the

difference between performativity in the sense of social discourse (sincere),

and that of intentional performance (cynic). (Dale 158)
Both Watanabe and Kiyoko move back and forth between cynic and sincere gender
performances. Hence, rather than a clear distinction between these two performances, we
face more of a continuum between the two (158). Especially Kiyoko’s use of her gender
and sexuality to secure her survival display a constant interplay between her own
intentions and will, on the one side, and the inexorability of her fate, her subjection to

nature and to other humans’ actions, on the other side.

2.3. Pregnancy and childbirth
2.3.1. Kiyoko’s pregnancy: divine and mortal
Pregnancy renews Kiyoko's status on the island, bringing her to a new/better social

position. The next passage describes when she finds out she is pregnant:
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Suddenly I felt sick. I vomited. I thought I was overly hungry but just Jooking

at a fruit makes me feel sick. My belly is bloated and it hurts. Kiyoko rubbed

her belly. This is strange. | have already experienced this sense of discomfort.

These are early pregnancy symptoms. From her late twenties until her early

thirties, Kiyoko has had three miscarriages. That is why she clearly

remembers how morning sickness feels. She had been told by a doctor that

it’s not easy for her body to become pregnant, and that it is not so likely that

she’ll be blessed with children, so she had already given up, and had decided

to live with Takashi, just the two of them. After coming to this desert island, |

had been way too loose, and it can’t be that now I'm pregnant, is it even

possible? I'll be forty-six by the time I give birth. Also, is this Yutaka’s or

Yan’s baby? I don’t know. And she tried to remember when was the last time

that her period came. (Kirino, Tokyo 83-84; my trans.)*
There is a connection between Kiyoko and her body; the body speaks and she decodes its
signals. This passage also offers a contrast between Kiyoko in the past and in the present,
Kiyoko in the city and on the island. In the city, the doctors somehow decided on her
body’s fertility, now the island seems to decide. In the city, her pregnancies did not thrive,

while on the island her pregnancy does.
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Menstruation is barely represented throughout the whole novel, and it is only depicted
as an indicator of whether one is pregnant or not. The representation of menstruation in
literature is often reduced to this role. Yet, fertilization is not the only purpose of the
menstrual cycle; considering that it is not the aim of every fertile woman, especially those
actively using contraceptives, for example, or those who do not even think of themselves
as being fertile, like Kiyoko (Bobel, New 35).

Also, there is the question of paternity; the roles of Yan and Yutaka (Mori Gunshi Fu

i )) as possible fathers also affect the plot’s development. Kiyoko’s situation can be read
through Rich’s lenses:

A man may beget a child in passion or by rape, and then disappear; he need

never see or consider child or mother again. Under such circumstances, the

mother faces a range of painful socially weighted choices: abortion, suicide,

abandonment of the child, infanticide, the rearing of a child branded as

‘illegitimate,” usually in poverty, always outside of the law. In some cultures

she faces murder by her kinsmen. Whatever her choice, her body has

undergone irreversible changes, her mind will never be the same, her future

as a woman has been shaped by the event. (Rich, Of Woman 12)
The chapters “Record of the Island Mother” and “Hormone Princess” embody two
different attitudes towards her pregnancy: from joy to worry, respectively. Soon after
finding out she’s pregnant, Kiyoko is filled with joy at her fertility’s recovery on the
island. Her pregnancy is a “miracle” (167):

I wanted to be worshiped as the only one who achieved this wonderful job of

giving birth. For that, it needs to be reinforced through a myth or something,

Kiyoko thought suddenly. We must record and pass on the story of a woman,

who copulated with the island, gave birth to the child of the island, and
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transformed herself into the island. ‘A mother is all that is needed.” (Kirino,
Tokyo 171; my trans.)*
Initially, Kiyoko conceives of maternity as divinity, and as a pillar of the future of the

island. Therefore she asks Oraga to write the story, the story of the Mother. However, Mori

Gunshi ZRE 5] (previously known in the novel as GM, and then as Yutaka. His new

Y

name also indicates his new position of leadership E&] “gunshi” “commander”) has

already asked him to write the story of the island, the story of the Father. In both requests,
the reader senses a tension between mother and father in an almost mythological way:
Kiyoko’s transient dream of a matriarchal society versus the actual patriarchal society that
is being reconstructed on the island.

“Hormone Princess” is a title that already symbolizes a pregnant woman. The term
“princess” is quite ironic here because Kiyoko is far from being the female monarch of the
island, even when she claims that her baby is Mori Gunshi’s, the current leader of the
island. Hence, the title rather signals to the negative connotations of the word “princess” as
an arrogant or spoilt woman, which is an image often assigned to pregnant women. In
addition, the mention of hormones in the title and throughout the chapter exposes the
physiological dimension of pregnancy. The physiological or material dimension is always
embedded with sociocultural meanings, and, in particular, gender meanings. In
Fausto-Sterling’s words, “chemicals infuse the body, from head to toe, with gender
meanings” (Sexing 147). The so-called “sex hormones™ have been categorized into a false
dichotomy: “female” (estrogen and progestoren) and “male” (androgens, like testosterone)

(Fausto Sterling, Sexing ch.7; Caplan et al. 66). This leads to several misconceptions such
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as the belief that women are driven by hormones and that the “female-hormone-impelled
behavior is crazy; therefore the normal female is ‘naturally diseased’—or at least
irrational” (Fausto-Sterling, Myths 99 qtd. in Caplan et al. 66). Therefore, we face the
association between hormone-based “craziness” and “irrationality” with menstruation,
pregnancy, postpartum and menopause.

The truth is both of these hormones exist in all sexes. Moreover, these hormones are
growth hormones, or “multise chemical growth regulators” that affect our liver, muscles,
bones and other tissues, thus their impact goes beyond their role in our reproductive
system (Sexing 147). As Fausto-Sterling explains: “hormonal systems, after all, respond
exquisitely to experience, be it in the form of nutrition, stress, or sexual activity (to name
but a few possibilities). Thus, not only does the distinction between organization and
activational effects blur, so too does the dividing line between so-called biologically and
socially shaped behaviors™ (Sexing 232). Therefore, to understand our behavior and our
bodily experiences we need to always consider both the physiological or biological, and
also, the sociocultural —but not as two separate dimensions but as mutually shaping ones.

There is an emphasis on the physical changes of the pregnant body: Kiyoko's belly
has come out and her lower abdomen feels hard. One of the first things she notices is the
cravings for sugar, cold drinks, frozen tangerine, vanilla ice cream, cold cucumber, among
others (Kirino, Tokyo 209). Her pregnancy is not only a physical but also an emotional and
mental journey. She constantly thinks about the meaning of her pregnancy in relation to
the current situation on the island:

Until recently, I was excited to think that my pregnancy is the island’s will, 1

will give birth to the island’s kid. I will become the mother of the island. I

wonder where my excitement went. At that time [ felt so much happiness,

but was it the hormones’ fault? This strong desire to drink something cold
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and sweet, also the hormones’ fault? I’d better hate the hormones. No, I'd

better hate this deserted island. (Tokyo 210-211; my trans.)*
Kiyoko is aware of the impact the hormones are having on her attitudes, thoughts and
actions. Yet, the way she asks the question—“is it the hormones’ fault?” (“horumon no sei
ka®> 7RIV E 2 OFE VYA )—puts in evidence the negative mythology of hormones

associated with pregnancy, as “hormonal hurricanes” or “hormonal and emotional basket
cases” (Fausto-Sterling, Myths; “Biology”). The emphasis on the hormones and the
island’s will problematizes the question of agency. Her bodily changes are both cause and
effect of her presence on the island. We can elicit that it is an unwanted pregnancy that
escapes her will, or perhaps, that her will in this matter is irrelevant. Pregnancy can be a
decision but it is rarely lived as such. In fact, “for the vast majority of women in the world
today, and even for many women in this privileged and liberal society, pregnancy is not an
experience they choose” (Young 47).

Also, she feels that the decision of being pregnant, or to continue with her pregnancy
falls into the island’s hands or will. Both are recurring thoughts throughout the narrative.
Kiyoko then, locates her pregnancy at two levels (micro and macro): at her body, affected
by the hormones, the personal, and at the island, the social dimension. As Fausto-Sterling
writes: “hormone levels, behaviors, and social circumstances interact in complex ways that
produce embodied gender” (“Biology”). It is within these levels that more tensions
between biology/nature (the hormones, the psychological/physiological experiences),
culture/society (the island, social reality or circumstances) and agency (her will, dreams,

actions) develop:
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What makes me angriest is that it is myself that got pregnant. It was really

stupid of me to feel all excited about proving my raison d'étre as a pregnant

woman... Giving birth on this desert island is just an act of madness. I thought

it’s still safer to abort, and I tried to hit this belly that is sticking out with

rocks, but I remembered when a cousin had a miscarriage and she lost so

much blood, she almost died. That was awful, so I put away the rocks. Until

recently, my pregnancy was the island’s will. Until recently, I was so happy

telling everyone on the island that, but now, I have this dark feeling inside,

like I'm the person who’ll die first. Is it the hormones’ fault? No, it isn’t. I'm

just following the normal logic. (Tokyo 211; my trans.)*
Kirino tackles the theme of agency through addressing issues surrounding miscarriages,
abortions and unwanted pregnancies. Kiyoko’s story is part of a larger picture of women’s
history, actually, “most women in history have become mothers without choice, and an
even greater number have lost their lives bringing life into the world” (Rich, Of Woman
13). When Kiyoko says repeatedly that her pregnancy is the island’s will, she is also
saying that this pregnancy is against her own will, or that whether she wants it or not, she
will still be pregnant. In this excerpt she considers, momentarily, putting an end to her
pregnancy. Abortion is understood as a voluntary termination of her pregnancy. Hence, a
pro-choice perspective focuses on a woman’s autonomy and ability to choose—in other
words, in her agency. The anecdotal reference about Kiyoko’s cousin embodies the

realities of multiple women who have suffered hemorrhages during miscarriages, and also
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during abortions or births. In this way, Kiyoko’s train of thought allows us to think of
these experiences not merely as isolated, individual situations, but also in terms of social
and public health issues. This is why sexual and reproductive rights are a vital part of the
feminist agenda.

Initially, Kiyoko links her ability to create life with pride and divine power, and later,
she connects giving birth with her own mortality. She is aware of the possible
consequences connected to a “high-risk” pregnancy. In fact, she bluntly says:

The next person to die is me, no doubt about it,” Kiyoko thought. ‘As the

only woman on this island, I will lose my life while giving birth.” “That will

also become a myth,” she thought for an instant, but immediately, she

sputtered: ‘This isn’t a joke. Kiyoko (bled to death). > She cried out loud.

(212; my trans.)®
Kiyoko's fear of dying is grounded on the actual number of women who die during
pregnancy or while giving birth, especially in precarious conditions, as “maternal mortality
remains a major challenge to health systems worldwide” (Hogan et al. I). In fact,
“everyday, approximately 830 women die from preventable causes related to pregnancy
and childbirth,” and “99% of all maternal deaths occur in developing countries,” since
“maternal mortality is higher in women living in rural areas and among poorer
communities” (*“Maternal Mortality”’). Japan, however, is a successful example of maternal
mortality reduction. In 1950, Japan had a maternal mortality ratio (MMR) of around 180
deaths for every 100,000 live births, and already by 2004/5 the MMR dropped to 6 deaths
(per 100,000 live births) (Graham 1). Japan’s health system excels in ensuring the safety of

mothers throughout pregnancy and childbirth, as well as in infant care.
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Hence, Kiyoko’s fear of dying is not only related to her age, but also to not being in
Japan. This means she is not in a place where she can have the adequate support and
conditions to give birth in. This aspect is paradoxical since her pregnancy and birth actually
succeed on the island and not in the city. Here, Kirino addresses the fragile and blurred
boundary between birth/life and death (Kirino, Tokyo 308-309). Kiyoko’s fear underlies her
growing anxiety regarding the development of her pregnancy: “And my belly will just keep
coming out. How will a baby get out of here? | can’t really imagine. Oh, time passing by is
scary” (212-213; my trans.).*® Here again, we can identify the tension between one’s
physicality and bodily determination versus one’s agency. At this point she cannot do
anything to stop the inevitable growth of the fetus.

Kiyoko is making a tremendous effort to make sense of her overwhelming new reality,
and is able to look at “how things are.” We can thus interpret that she is negotiating her
new role as a mother-to-be. She is not only questioning the biology of motherhood, but

also the context in which the pregnancy is inscribed.

2.3.2. The island’s mother: meanings of space

In the beginning of her pregnancy the other Japanese men on the island are kind to
her, and provide her with rainwater and food. But as her pregnancy advances, nobody
seems to want to go near her due to her emotional instability. Kiyoko becomes quite
explosive and irritable. She has been harvesting feelings of anger and hateful thoughts
towards the men on the island and towards herself.

For example, when Manta (a Japanese person with a double personality —he and his

dead sister), comes to talk to her about the place where the baby is supposed to be born,
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they feel quite scared to talk to her. When they ask her how she is doing, she complains
about her big belly and how everyone else is busy doing other things (Kirino, Tokyo 213).
During this conversation, “the little girl was gone, and then, the witch appeared. This is
also the hormones’ fault” (213; my trans.).”’ This is an example of Kiyoko's mood
swinging between opposites: “little girl” versus “witch,” and these are associated with the
hormonal roller coaster—or “hormonal hurricane,” to borrow Fausto-Sterling’s phrasing—
pregnant women are expected to experience.

Manta tells her that, in agreement with Mori Gunshi, they think she should give birth
at the Star House Temple and he asks her to come and take a look at the place herself
(215). This is Kiyoko’s response:

‘Why do I have to give birth in a deep cave? Kiyoko thought outraged, but

just a while ago she’d been obsessed with the fear of her own death, and

now she could feel a little bit of relief. ‘If I was to give birth holding

somebody’s hand, even if he is a bit cold, it would have to be Yutaka’s.

Yutaka already has a daughter back home and he’s the only one on this

island with some experience. Out of curiosity, and at the thought of getting

some help, Kiyoko decided to go and take a look at the temple. (Tokyo 216;

my trans.)*

We can elicit from Kiyoko’s response that childbirth is something she would rather not go
through entirely alone. Childbirth is a personal experience, nobody else can give birth in

our place. Yet, the role of midwives, doctors and birthing partners, as well as hospitals or
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birthing houses, has been and still is highly appreciated and needed. Childbirth is definitely
one of those experiences that highlight our vulnerability and dependency, but also our
bodily agency and capability. In this novel, Kirino underscores the importance of the place
where one gives birth, not only for the birthing mother but also for the myth’s
construction.

Once they arrive, Kiyoko finds out that the temple is not a wide and fresh place; it is,
in fact, a deep cave. Kiyoko feels outraged, just the thought of getting inside there with a
big belly puzzles her. She confronts Manta and asks why she should give birth in such a
place—a hole, with snakes and bats to keep her company (217). Manta explains that they
found out that this place has both male and female deities: a phallic-shaped rock/stalactite,
and a vagina-shaped rock/stalactite. One has the shape of the sun (it is a ‘sun shaped root’),
and the other one is dark, and deep. Kirino’s imagery builds on the male/female binary and
its subsequent dyads: light/dark, clean/polluted, hard/fluid, active/passive. Manta thinks
she should give birth in the female-shaped place, because she is a woman, so it suits her.
However, “Mori Gunshi is cautious, he thinks the decision of where to give birth must be
carefully made because it will determine Tokyo Island’s concept. So, it’s better to do it
under the phallus” (218; my trans.).”” Even Kiyoko’s pregnancy is used as a means to
fortify the island’s patriarchal system. Mori Gunshi is the current leader, and his stand
privileges the masculine, and symbolizes the construction of a patriarchal society.

In relation to the “birthing room/hut,” EEEE ubuya, we can identify that as her
pregnancy progresses, the symbolic bond between Kiyoko and the island strengthens:

My pregnancy is Tokyo Island’s will—Kiyoko had previously said. So your

baby would be no other than this island’s baby. So, you will be the island’s

mother. This means it’s your communion with the island to produce this
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baby. So logically speaking, it’s best if you give birth under the giant

penis-shaped rock. (218; my trans.)®
Through Manta, Mori Gunshi tells Kiyoko what to do and what she will become, thus
attempting to control the female body. It is a struggle of power between the masculine and
feminine, between father and mother. Here, she is subjugated to the male power of the
island. Kiyoko is considered not analogous to the island, but she is actually engaging in a
deep sexual exchange with the island. In this exchange, the island represents the
overarching power of nature. The reference to Kiyoko’s pregnancy as the island’s will
emphasize that ‘she has no say,’ it is nature’s course, so to speak. Kiyoko acknowledges
the patriarchal power of the island and this is reinforced through the allusion to the phallic
symbol. This represents a traditional view of birth, “the union of male and female, from
which something new will be born” (Kawai 178).

In this discussion, Kirino is evoking the Japanese traditional notion of ubuya EE
“birthing huts.” According to Tonomura, in postwar historiography the references to ubuya
“serves as proof that birthing women were seen as polluted. In this view, the ubuya is an
instrument built to isolate the source of contamination to prevent it from spreading to the
rest of the community” (5). Its usual representation “emphasizes its oppressive physical
isolation, the misery of its occupants, and by implication the polluted status of women”
(4). Kirino’s depiction of the wubuya, however, displaces the notion of pollution with
sacredness, as it is described as a temple with both female and male deities. Yet, the

element of oppressive isolation persists.
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Kiyoko is not only worried about dying from a hemorrhage while giving birth, but
also worried about giving birth in such a small, enclosed space, which might induce a
claustrophobic experience. Manta even says: “‘would you even fit in there with such a
huge belly?” (Just going inside makes me feel tiresome)” (219) >' Here we can note that
Manta and Mori Gunshi are suggesting/choosing the place in which she is supposed to
give birth, yet they cannot relate to what the experience would be. No wonder Kiyoko feels
outraged, since even the thought of going inside the cave while pregnant is tiring. It is far
from being a comfortable or ideal place to give birth in; it is almost like a punishment.

The origins of the ubuya can be traced back to ancient myth, as it is a powerful motif

s

of the myths of “Izanami and Izanagi,” and the “Toyotama Princess” in the Kojiki
(Tonomura 7). In the footnotes of the English version of the Kojiki, regarding Izanagi’s
sentence of building one thousand and five hundred parturition huts every day, Phillippi
explains that,
In ancient Japan childbirth, as well as menstruation, were regarded as
pollution, and the pregnant and menstruant woman was required to live in a
building apart from the main dwelling and to eat food prepared separately. In
many localities until the Meiji period, pregnant and menstruant women were
segregated in separate buildings as a matter of course, and some of these
houses may still be seen today. (66)
According to Tonomura, “the wbuya trope is a totalizing discourse that fuses the
analytically distinct notions of women, pollution (kegare {541), parturition, isolation,
misery, and disempowerment into an unbroken circle of timeless Japaneseness that is

tangibly confirmed by its very physical form and ontologically sustained by its imagined

mythical origin” (7). Kirino’s treatment of the place in which Kiyoko is supposed to give
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birth draws on this trope. Despite its prominence throughout Japan, the ubuya had different
characteristics depending on the region. For example, in Shino Island in Mikawa Bay,
Aichi Prefecture, women would give birth in their own house, then move to the ubuya with
the baby for a month, or a month and a half (Segawa 54 qtd. in Tonomura 6). The ubuya
was built besides the kariya, the menstrual hut, and it was removed after its use (Tonomura
6). Tonomura refers to a topographical record from the Tokugawa period in relation to the
Southern islands, originally cited by Segawa:

In each of the villages of the island, on the mountain side away from houses

were built several thatched structures with no floor. Menstruating women and

women in their full term of pregnancy entered them and stayed there,

menstruating women for eight to nine days and expectant women for more

than fifty days. During this time, women had no communication with family

members. Even if their father or mother were ill, they could not look after

them. Even if the woman herself became deathly ill, her child could not come

see her. Many women felt miasmic, some died, some developed chronic

iliness, and young women invited sexual misconduct. (6)
The fact that women were separated into parturition huts to give birth or during their
menstrual period means that it is the female reproductive power that becomes the reason
for their exclusion or separation, which is an extension of the link between women and the
underworld, also found in ancient myth.

In Tokyo jima, this link is also addressed when Kiyoko fears that: “If I give birth to a
girl, I think they will kill us both. Oh, they will probably confine my entire life to the
vagina-shaped cave. In the middle of the white cliff, Kiyoko remembered the mouth

opening of the cave, and trembled” (227; my trans.).” The interpretation of this passage
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can be twofold. Firstly, Kiyoko’s thoughts echo the figure of women and the chthonic. |
believe there is a connection between Kiyoko’s references to her fear of dying while
giving birth and being confined to the cave, with Japan’s creational myth of Jzanami and
Izanagi. When female goddess Izanami gives birth to the fire god, she dies, and is sealed
forever in the Yomi; it is childbirth and its connotations to pollution that becomes the
reason for her confinement to the dark underworld (Philippi 55-58). Kiyoko’s fear of being
confined to the dark cave for giving birth to a girl can be read as an extension of the
cultural paradigm of the disappearing woman.

Secondly, Kirino depicts a still pressing psychological anxiety caused by rampant
gendercide or femicide in patriarchal societies. Many girls and women still end up in the
realm of the dead, thus, the disappearing woman acquires a contemporary transnational
relevance. When Kiyoko fears they will kill both her and her daughter, she hints at the
realities of infanticide: “Infanticide has been practiced throughout human history in
societies where boy children are valued, economically and socially above girls”
(“Executive” 6). In most parts of the world being born a girl is already a disadvantage.
More over, there are still societies in which sex-selective abortion, infanticide, severe
malnutrition, and medical neglect are common causes for the elimination of females
(“Frequently”). In fact, according to the United Nations Population Fund, “today, more
than 117 million women across Asia are “missing”, and many others are missing in
Eastern European and Caucasus countries as well” (“Gender-biased”). Therefore, girls and
women are not only symbolically missing, but also, demographically. Missing is a
euphemism: “if they are ‘missing,’ then they have been killed, or they have died through

neglect and mistreatment” (“Executive” 1).
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In the end, Kiyoko escapes this fate. She rebels, and decides to give birth somewhere
else. The reasoning behind her decision is that she fears Mori Gunshi does not care about
her or her baby. Deep down, she fears Mori Gunshi knows this baby is not his own, and
perhaps suspects it is a Hong Kong baby (Kirino, Tokyo 219). In order to increase her
chances of survival, Kiyoko decides to look for Yan and the other Hong Kongers.

Inukichi and Shin (the Japanese gay couple) sympathize with her situation, and in
exchange for their help, they accept Kiyoko’s last valuable possession, the knife. They
guide her through a very steep mountain—certainly a dangerous path for a woman in
advanced pregnancy (286-287). She explains to them that she feels she can depend more
on the Hong Kongers. This constitutes her second escape from the Japanese society of the
island. It is a manifestation of her agency as it is yet another attempt to steer the direction

of her life.

2.3.3. Female sympathy and survival through pregnancy

When Kiyoko finds the Hong Kong village, she is surprised to find out she is no longer
the only woman on Tokyo Island. She finds The Goddess, a singing group of seven
Filipino women, who are waiting for the Hong Kongers to finish fixing their boat, which
was shipwrecked in a storm. The name of their group is rather ironic, and can be read as
part of Kirino’s mythic parody.

Kiyoko meets Maria, The Goddess’s leader, for the first time: “Are you okay? You
have a baby inside your belly, right? I speak Japanese. I used to perform in Utsunomiya,
that’s why” (291; my trans.).® Here, Maria offers some friendly words and sympathy for

her pregnancy. She is not the only one: “The younger women offered their sympathy to the
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older woman who seemed to be going through a lot of trouble” (291; my trans.).>* The
radical contrast between the treatment she receives from men and from women gives
Kiyoko a new hope for survival.

In order to survive, Kiyoko tries hard to gain the trust and sympathy from the other
women. For Kiyoko, their boat is a real possibility to escape, and the presence of women is
a new hope to give birth safely. However, the spots in the boat are limited, and Kiyoko is
worried that she is not being considered worthy of one. Also, she is worried about the
timing of her delivery, of the boat reparation and the southern winds (302). These are all
aspects that affect her possible escape, and her life, all of which she has little to no control
of. Yet again, Kiyoko’s agency is always restrained by more powerful determining
factors—both internal (her delivery) and external (the reparation and the winds)
conditions.

Kiyoko’s dreams provide insight into the psychology of her pregnancy and her
innermost feelings. In one of her dreams, her baby boy looks like Takashi, her first
husband (277). She dreams about the possibility of both giving birth and going back home.
She dreams of two boats and imagines that her baby finds one boat for them to board
(276-277).

Right after meeting the women, she points to Yan and lets them know he is the father
(293). Then, she “faces Yan and pointing to her protruding belly, she shows him. Your
baby has grown this much. That’s why I came here risking my life, I thought you could

help me give birth” (293; my trans.).”” The fact that she is asking for his help does not
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absolve him of his crime: “You raped me twice in one day. Kiyoko glared at Yan, the
probable father of the baby in her belly” (295).* Being close to Yan revives her trauma:

Maria waved at Yan, Yan smiled back at her, something he hadn’t done for

Kiyoko, not even once. Kiyoko looked down in discomfort. She remembered

all the times Yan raped her inside the small boat that was almost sinking like

the ranuki’s clay boat. When she thinks that the baby that resulted from that

time is now hurting her, she gets an urge to hit him. (Tokyo 302; my trans.)”’

Kiyoko is not only a victim, but also an example of sheer resilience on a greater scale. The
allusion to the “tanuki’s clay boat.” tanuki no dorobune FEDIES} is a reference to a
Japanese folktale known as “Kachi-kachi yama™ 25 7>% 1L (The crackling mountain).
Here, the tanuki J8 (raccoon-shaped, cunning creature) is evil, and his crimes are left
unavenged until he is left to sink on a small clay boat (Scallywag). Thus, I believe in the
quoted passage there is an underlying reference to Yan's impunity and Kiyoko’s desire for
justice.

Despite being close to Yan, the presence of the other women counteracts the pain he
still causes. They have a greater, positive impact in Kiyoko’s life. Her whole situation has
changed now that she has other women to lean on: “I think it’s best to give birth before
leaving the island. There are plenty of women here that can help me and I’m also scared to
give birth on board on the seas. Kiyoko felt relieved in tears and Maria held her shoulder™

(296).® Kiyoko’s pregnancy brings women together and evokes sympathy and solidarity.
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In this case, Rosaldo’s words hold true, “the very symbolic and social conceptions that
appear to set women apart and to circumscribe their activities may be used by women as a
basis for female solidarity and worth” (39).

The physical description of Kiyoko often emphasizes her big belly, and how it affects
her. Even something as simple as scratching a mosquito bite is difficult when pregnant:
“Kiyoko scratched a mosquito’s bite on her leg. Because her belly was so big, just bending
was difficult” (282; my trans.).” At the same time, the other women and the Hong
Kongers do the daily chores for her: *“Since I’'m holding a big belly, I only have to wait.
This lifestyle is a paradise™ (299; my trans.).”” This represents a sharp contrast to the way
she was treated by the Japanese men. Now she is being helped. Here, amongst the women,
her power to “bear and nourish human life” seems to be recognized (Rich, Of Woman
13).°

Kiyoko was accused of treason, but her pregnancy seems to absolve her. There is a
general, social approval of her pregnancy. Drawing on Rich’s description of her own
experience, Young suggests that: “this ‘aura’ surrounding motherhood depicts repose. The
dominant culture projects pregnancy as a time of quiet waiting” (54). At this point in the
narrative, Kiyoko is waiting, she is expecting—which is a common way to refer to
pregnant women. Young points out that, “the image of uneventful waiting associated with
pregnancy reveals clearly how much the discourse of pregnancy leaves out the subjectivity

of the woman. From the point of view of others pregnancy is primarily a time of waiting
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°! Kiyoko's experience is compatible with Rich’s description of her own pregnancy: “As soon as |
was visibly and clearly pregnant, I felt for the first time in my adolescent and adult life, not-guilty.
The atmosphere of approval in which [ was bathed—even by strangers in the street, it
seemed —was like an aura I carried with me. in which doubts, fears, misgivings, met with absolute
denial. This is what women have always done” (Rich. Of Woman 25-26).
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and watching, when nothing happens” (54). Hence, the pregnant woman’s agency is also
being put on hold by this social expectation of waiting. However, there is plenty of action
going on inside the maternal body:

Pregnancy has a temporality of movement, growth, and change. The pregnant

subject is not simply a splitting in which the two halves lie open and still, but

a dialectic. The pregnant woman experiences herself as a source and

participant in a creative process. Though she does not plan and direct it,

neither does it merely wash over her; rather, she is the process, this change.

Time stretches out, moments and days take on a depth because she

experiences more changes in herself, her body. Each day, each week, she

looks at herself for signs of transformation. (Young 54)
Young’s quote sheds light on the tension between agency/destiny, so present in this novel.
Pregnancy happens, her will has nothing to do with her being pregnant, as Kiyoko herself
would put it, it is the island’s will, she is not a planner or director of her life in this sense.
However, pregnancy does not simply “wash over her,” because she is the change, the
process, and actively uses her pregnancy for her survival. Her pregnancy might be
perceived as a sign of helplessness, something that she passively gives into. Yet, this is not
always the case. For example, right after Maria asks Kiyoko if the baby is moving:

Kiyoko decided to wear a pitiful face and hold her stomach as if in pain.

She’d better use her pregnancy as a “weapon.” If she were not pregnant, she

would be just the same middle-aged woman who had been living on this

desert island for a long time. And if this were the case, there is no doubt that

Maria would never take her with them in their boat. (Kirino, Tokyo 299; my

trans.)*’
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This is an example of Kiyoko’s agency and of the continuum between multiple cynic and
sincere performances. Kiyoko deliberately exaggerates and plays on her pregnancy as a
means to survive; she uses her pregnant condition to her advantage. Her perfect scenario is
to give birth and then get on the boat. Yet, it is impossible to know exactly when the baby
will come: I wonder when on earth I will give birth, I wouldn’t like to die as a result of a
difficult late childbearing left alone on the island. Kiyoko felt irritated and kicked the cold
sand in the cave” (304; my trans.).”’ Kiyoko decides to ask Maria about who is going on
board with them and Maria replies:

“What are you saying? I’m thinking of choosing from the weakest on. Aren’t

you pregnant? You are the weakest” I made it! Kiyoko thought. However, as

soon as she gives birth she loses the ‘pregnant license.” Kiyoko had been

thinking all along to give birth early and safely, yet at the calculation of

having more chances of being taken on board if she is still pregnant, Kiyoko

felt as if her heart was being torn apart. (304; my trans.)*
In this excerpt a pregnant woman is more worthy of survival than a mother. A pregnant
woman is perceived of as vulnerable and weak, but also precious. The allusion to the
“pregnant license” shares the same connotations of the “pregnant aura” described by Rich;
that is, an environment of approval, kindness, and help. The image of the pregnant woman

as worthy of being saved is reinforced in the following statement: “After I give birth, I'll
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be physically weak and it is uncertain if they will let me on” (305-306; my trans.).”’
Paradoxically, she could die from giving birth on the boat, but it is her pregnant condition

that brings her closer to survival.

2.4. Re-signifying mothering
2.4.1. Challenging the naturalization of motherly love

Kiyoko dreams that she has already given birth: “I don’t care much about the face and
sex of the baby, I'm just relieved because ] finished without having a painful memory, and
with my life intact” (Kirino, Tokyo 276; my trans.).*® This is the dream and hope of many
pregnant women: to safely give birth to their baby. Kiyoko wants to survive the birth.
However, for Kiyoko, giving birth is not thought of as the moment when she will meet her
baby. This contrasts with many pregnant mothers who look forward to the moment of
seeing their baby’s face for the first time and finding out whether they are boys or girls.

Taking it out of context, an alternative reading of this quote might be that Kiyoko’s
lack of interest in her baby’s face or sex might reflect an avant-garde, feminist attitude: not
putting much value on one’s assigned sex or appearance, and seeing babies first and
foremost as humans, rather than as being already boys or girls. However, Kiyoko’s real
feelings display a distance from wanting to meet her baby. For instance, Maria says: “The
baby will come out soon. Isn’t it exciting?” (301; my trans.).*” And Kiyoko replies: “Yes,
I'm looking forward to it” (301; my trans.).*® Perhaps a part of her is looking forward to
the birth, but the reader already knows that her answers are premeditated, playing on what

is expected of her.
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One of the strongest characteristics of the depiction of Kiyoko’s pregnancy is that she
does not feel any love for the baby inside her, which displays the mentality of a rape
victim and articulates a particular depiction of a mother-child relationship:

One afternoon, Kiyoko was walking around the beach while holding her big

belly. Lately, the baby inside her belly had been moving so actively that if

she doesn’t exercise, the baby won’t be quiet. Kiyoko touched her now hard

lower-belly with her hand. When she felt something like the baby’s arm

pressing from the inside through her skin, she shivered. This baby I have

inside me is Yan’s—that man with the yellow canine teeth— just the thought

makes her cold. Kiyoko doesn’t feel any love for the baby in her belly, to the

point of wanting to give the baby away to someone from GODDESS right

after having given birth. (Kirino, Tokyo 300; my trans.)®
This personal confession frankly describes a possible way in which having a baby inside
one's belly might feel like. We can elicit a sense of alienation between mother and baby;
she is feeling her baby’s eerie movements. It also addresses the issue of unwanted
pregnancies, and moreover, pregnancies as a result of a rape. The way she refers to
Yan—with disgust—and the way she is clear about feeling no love for her baby is a
depiction that moves away from the ideal mother, but probably is closer to the realities of
some. Also, the passage shows a side of Kiyoko who wants to give the baby away to any
of the other Filipino women on the island, perhaps hoping they would do a better job at

caring for the baby. This also echoes the realities and emotions around adoption.

OIS EFIIRERBEABZ TLE I mBEE STV, TEIE, EoPR THRER
REACENIC - EEI L AW E R E S VDT o7, 1§ FIREL 2o 72 FIE 2 FE T 7=,
BROBD X5 RESHHNBILEEZML EFTnWT, fidEF-235, HboEEN
R EFE ST OAEBBEICASTHWADONEERY & BRI L, BoHioi, %
ST EIELRE- Thhot-, FEATESL,. 20O F £ GODDESS DML DT /mWnig s
721 (300)



99

Alienation is a recurring concept to understand pregnant embodiment. Pregnancy
splits or doubles our subjectivity in multiple ways: “|The pregnant subject| experiences her
body as herself and not herself. Its inner movements belong to another being, yet they are
not other, because her body boundaries shift and because her bodily self-location is
focused on the trunk in addition to her head” (Young 46). Actually, there are different
moments in the story where different people ask Kiyoko if the baby is moving (Kirino,
Tokyo 299). It is the movements of the fetus that cause the sense of the splitting subject:
“the fetus’s movements are wholly mine, completely within me, conditioning my
experience and space. Only I have access to these movements from their origin, as it were.
For months only I can witness this life within me, and it is only under my direction of
where to put their hands that others can feel these movements” (Young 49). Kiyoko has
yet another dream about her birth that reveals how she feels about the fetus:

“Oh, I'm hungry,” Kiyoko said while holding her belly. The fetus moved, as

in agreement. She trembled at her own thought of giving birth to a bold brat

like in her dream. Kiyoko didn’t have any feelings of love towards the baby

inside her belly, and this surprised her. Perhaps it’s because motherly love

belongs to civilization. (281-282; my trans.)”

This is a powerful quote in which the very notion of motherly love is put into question.
This novel constantly probes the limits between nature and culture, and questions our
assumptions regarding essential aspects of so-called “human nature.” This is the case of
motherly love. Kiyoko’s surprise at not loving the baby in her belly shows the existence of

a certain social expectation regarding motherly love. The element of surprise will only
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come as a response to doing/feeling something unexpected—in this case, not feeling love
towards one’s baby. Kirino goes even further and points out how this love is part of
civilization, making a clear case of it being socio-culturally constructed rather than

naturally embedded.
Through the use of the Japanese word boseiai FE1£% (motherly love), Kirino joins

the historical and ongoing debate amongst Japanese feminists between being pro-boseiai,
which finds motherhood empowering, and being anti-boseiai, which considers it a source
of oppression (Wilson 104; Also see: Ohinata; Buckley; M. Suzuki). This tension,
however, is not exclusive to Japanese feminism. Mothering scholar and sociologist Evelyn
Nakano Glenn points to the conflict between feminists who regard maternally derived
gender differences as oppressive against those who reclaim motherhood as a source of
power and status:

We are reluctant to give up the idea that motherhood is special. Pregnancy,

birth, and breast-feeding are such powerful bodily experiences, and the

emotional attachment to the infant so intense, that it is difficult for women

who have gone through these experiences and emotions to think that they do

not constitute unique female experiences that create an unbridgeable gap

between men and women. (22-23)
In Japan, the idealization of motherly love is intimately related to the ideology of “good
wife, wise mother” (Koyama 52-54). As mentioned in this thesis’s introduction, this
ideology can be traced back to the Meiji period, where the state’s ideal image of the
modern Japanese woman was a ‘“‘good-wife-wise-mother aspiring middle/upper class
virgin” (Czarnecki 51). The girls’ high schools of the time were intended to prepare girls
for their new role, and to be patriotic (52). Nakamura provides the background of the

notion of motherly love in Japan by looking at how the birth control and eugenics
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movements defined the requirements of the modern mother (115). Besides possessing
musical, literary and cultural talents, “they had to emanate bosei (“motherhood,” derived
from the Swedish word moderskap) and bosei ai (motherly love)—words that did not exist
in Japan until the beginning of the Taisho era” (Nakamura 115. Also see: Winston 270; i
76). Textbooks from this period depicted “bosei and bosei ai as natural sentiments that all
women possessed, claiming that motherhood was a physical and psychological attribute
inherent in all women” (Nakamura 115). This is an example of how a socio-culturally
constructed notion is reified and naturalized into a biological, essential trait of human
nature.

In addition to these movements, the fields of child psychology and medicine also
contributed to considering motherhood “as a part of women’s intrinsic nature (honshitsu)
an unquestionable fact attested by scientific knowledge” (Nakamura 116). This is how
“motherhood thus emerged as a dominant ideology and became naturalized as part of the
discourse of the female body” (116). This ideology “demanded total self-abnegation of
mothers and expected them to live for their children” (Castellini 170). Moreover, “the
myth of maternal love worked by policing the deviant behavior of women who expressed
dissatisfaction, anxiety or fear in relation to their maternal experience, and stigmatized as
aberrations those mothers who seemed unable to love their children or, worse, who abused
and hurt them” (170).

Kiyoko experiences dissatisfaction, anxiety, and fear. She does not love her baby, and
has imagined herself hurting the baby. Hence, Kirino sees through this naturalization
process, and her depiction of Kiyoko is a direct challenge to the naturalization of maternal
love. A maternal love in terms of myth, is used to define and justify women’s role in
society. As Ohinata’s book title exposes, “the trap of the myth of maternal love” is a myth

that relies on the idealization of the mother-child bond. Specifically, it relies on the
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expectations of self-sacrifice and unconditional love “devoid of ambivalent feelings”
(Castellini 170).

Hence the ideal mother, the “wise mother,” is at odds with the notion of strong,
independent subjects. Akiyama suggests that the fact that Japanese women have to choose
between being a mother and being strong independent subjects is already symptomatic of
women’s oppression in society (Akiyama 123; Castellini 170). Kirino’s heroine, however,
moves away from the “good wife, wise mother” model, lives motherhood in a particular

way, and does not give up on a strong, independent subjectivity.

2.4.2. Childbirth and breastfeeding like a “natural woman™

The portrayal of the actual birth is quite peculiar and detailed for a literary text. Of
course female characters have babies in literature, but pregnancy and childbirth are often
reduced to an ellipsis (Roberts). Poston points out that birth is rarely described in
literature, “because female experiences, from menstruation to menopause have been
consistently slighted in our literature, childbirth is a virtually unexplored literary topic”
(20). The uses of birth imagery, and birth as a metaphor are prolific, yet the depictions of
the actual physical birth are limited (Poston 20). This is similar to Saitd Minako’s
treatment of “pregnancy literature” (ninshin shosetsu #E#%/1NE): instead of looking at the
role or representations of pregnancy in literary works, she uses the term to “denote a
sub-genre of works...in which an older man falls in love with a younger woman, has an
affair with her, and gets her pregnant” (Seaman, “Two” 1; See: Saitd, Ninshin). Instead of
being narrated from a male perspective, like Saitd’s characterization of ‘“‘pregnancy
literature” indicates, Kirino’s novel can be counted amongst the few works that represents

actual childbirth from the woman’s point of view. Thus, I cite the scene at length:
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I feel water flowing briefly down my lower belly. In fact, it is as if I’ve had

pee leakage, a large amount of water running down my thighs. ‘Ah!” Kiyoko

screamed and squatted. And Ruth, noticing an emergency ran towards

Kiyoko.

“You okay? Okay? Kiyoko’

Maria also came running and held Kiyoko’s shoulder:

‘Kiyoko-san, has something happened?’

Kiyoko was speechless. There was a sudden change in her lower belly. A

sensation of flow. Does this means her water just broke? Kiyoko felt with

her hands the water down her thighs. It was lukewarm. Her water broke, the

amniotic liquid has come out. That means the baby is finally coming out.

‘My water broke,” Kiyoko shouted at Maria. (Kirino, Tokyo 306; my trans.)”
Kirino describes the beginning of the birth with Kiyoko’s waters breaking, and she
describes the ways in which Ruth, Maria, Kim and the other women react. The emphasis
on fluids coming out of one’s body is worth highlighting, since it is a manifestation of how
the female body refuses containment, “the excesses of her body —with its secretions and
flows—constantly threaten to leak beyond its borders and endanger the stability of the

masculine order” (Copeland, “Mythical” 21).
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Kiyoko feels (mentally) unprepared, yet her body (re)acts. There is a strong
physiological, biological and material dimension to childbirth: “Giving birth on the beach
is just like sea turtles, isn’t it? Without being psychologically prepared, she panicked at the
sudden experience of birth that came at last” (Kirino, Tokyo 308; my trans.).”” In
comparing this experience to the one of sea turtles, Kiyoko recognizes the animal-ness of
birthing. Childbirth is viewed as something normal and natural. However, Kiyoko’s
rationality is not completely lost in this experience. In fact, “Even with the pain of the
contractions, Kiyoko is looking at Maria’s face, having uninvited thoughts” (307; my
trans.).” The unnecessary things that occupy her mind are several speculations concerning
the escape from the island, thus her survival drive never abandons her, not even during
birth.

Kim, another younger Filipino woman, also joins the scene. Kim, as an experienced
mother, guides Kiyoko through the breathing exercises: “Every time Kiyoko exhaled she’d
involuntarily pushed; she couldn’t stop pushing down. The birth could start at any
moment. Even if Kiyoko was consumed with worry, she also wanted to free herself from
her heavy belly, by “expelling” the baby as fast as possible” (309; my trans.).” The use of
the of the word “haishutsu” HEH translates as “expel,” and it is often used to refer to a
discharge of fluids or the process of excreting “waste matter.” Thus it is possible to
interpret that, from Kiyoko’s point of view, the baby is just like any other bodily fluid that

needs to be “eliminated” or “released.”
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At this point, Kiyoko finds herself surrounded by the support of all the other women.
One of them says: “I saw the head, come on, you can do it!” (309; my trans.).” The
description of the birth builds upon the naturalness of the body and the birth: “Now
Kiyoko’s arms are being supported by the seven women, and she’s about to give birth in a
semi-crouching position. Kiyoko is simply giving birth, like sea turtles do over the sand.
They say sea turtles shed tears, but in my case only sweat drops are flowing” (309; my
trans.).”® Again, the allusion to sea turtles illustrates the physiology of birth, and how
maternal bodies are perfectly designed to give birth. This metaphor can also be read in
terms of the symbolism of sea turtles specifically, often linked to female sexuality and
reproduction. Willis points out that in Latin American folklore, the Brazilian muraiquita
(an amulet representing frogs, fish and turtles), is a “reptilian or amphibian female essence
associated with water, sexual reproduction, and the unconscious or semiotic realm of
language origin” (101). I argue that this symbolism can provide insight into Kirino’s
allusion to sea turtles as well, as it emphasizes the naturalness of childbirth and the
association of the female maternal body to a pre-discursive or non-discursive dimension.

The final part of the birth has parody-like elements as Kiyoko really ends up bringing
twins into the world when everyone around her sings Aretha Franklin’s classic, “You
Make me Feel like a Natural Woman” (310). She even says that this song is like her life’s
soundtrack at the moment, and it gives her the extra energy she needs to finish giving
birth:

This song energized Kiyoko, and she finally succeeded in giving birth.

Before the baby got all covered in sand, Kim picked up the baby. After a

little while the baby gave her first cry. “Yes!” —All the other women gave a
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shout of joy. “It’s a girl, it’s a girl”—shouted Kim. You could see tears in

Kim’s eyes. Some were crying in each other’s arms... Another piece of flesh

covered in blood slid down in between her legs. Another one. This time it

was a boy. Believe it or not, Kiyoko became a mother of twins. Contrary to

her dreams, the actual babies that she gave birth to didn’t have either

cuteness or cleverness, they were as ugly as baby monkeys, they were just a

weak existence. And there were two of them. Kiyoko didn’t even have

energy to hold them. She was simply dumbfounded. For her, they weren’t

remotely cute. (310; my trans.)”’
This passage shows an act of sisterhood, childbirth in precarious conditions, it depicts both
the strength and tiredness of the birthing woman, and the fragility of the newborn life. In
spite of the presumed rivalry between Kiyoko and the Filipino women, Kiyoko feels relief
and safe thanks to the help and support she receives from the other women. Kirino’s
depiction of childbirth has elements of how it is in different human groups, as “a social
event, albeit with a usually all-female cast,” in opposition to “solitary childbirth [which] is
a Western phenomenon” (Poston 28). Poston explains that,

Birth is a death experience because, like death, it is an act of essential

solitude; no one else can die for us; no one else can give birth for us when

labor is upon us. However, this essential solitude need not be loneliness. It is

a question rather of whether those people who surround the woman at the
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moment of birth are part of the community, understanding and articulating

the profundity of her feelings, or whether they are merely an audience.

(Poston 29)
At the moment of birth, the Filipino women are supportive, yet there seems to be a wall
between Kiyoko and the other women, they do not have access to the depths of Kiyoko’s
feelings. Hence, their depiction is to some extent as community members and audience at
the same time. Kirino places childbirth outside of technology, capitalism and even
patriarchy. In nature, surrounded by women, Kiyoko is displayed as a “natural woman”
without “natural instincts.” The ironic comedy of the scene is attached to the unrealistic
quality of the scenario. It unravels the “natural woman” and the “maternal love” myths,
pointing to their constructed nature, and leaves the reader with a real image of a natural
woman that is only possible in fiction.

In a study about “natural mothering” (mothers who practice the so-called
“attachment parenting” and “simple living”), Chris Bobel concludes that this movement
resists capitalism and technology, but “its discourses of choice and control, deeply
paradoxical at their core, fail to resist the third institution: patriarchy. The mothers’
surrender of agency to so-called instinct and a romanticized view of nature reifies an
essentialist construction of womanhood” (*‘Resisting” ch.47). Hence, *“‘natural mothering”
accommodates patriarchy, compromising its potential for social change (Bobel,
“Resisting” ch.47). 1 argue that Kirino’s depiction of Kiyoko as a caricaturized “natural
mother” manages to mine the three aforementioned institutions: capitalism, technology and
also, patriarchy. In Tokyo jima there is not a romanticized, utopian view of nature, but
rather a caricature-like, dystopian depiction of nature (Kirino, Hakkaten 230). Kirino is
aware of the tensions and paradoxes surrounding agency/destiny, and Kiyoko’s

subjectivity suffers drastic changes throughout the novel, putting forward a more
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fragmented, fluid and corporeal mode! of identity. Therefore, Kirino actually unravels the
process of reification of both motherhood and womanhood.

Kiyoko’s uniqueness is preserved. Despite being surrounded by other women, Kiyoko
behaves differently: she is not crying tears of joy. Kiyoko’s inner state contrasts with the
outer ambiance around her. Actually, “everyone came to look at the faces of the two, and
competed to hold them” (Tokyo 312; my trans.).”® Kiyoko is exhausted, while everyone else
on the island is bursting with happiness. Especially on a desert island where survival is
always at stake, a birth is a tangible manifestation of flourishing life (310).

Despite her lack of motherly love, once they are born, Kiyoko behaves as their primary
caregiver. Naming babies is a ritual that symbolizes the belonging to a community, yet for
Kiyoko it is part of her strategy for survival: “Maria came holding both babies, one in each
arm, and showed them to Kiyoko. With the lack of love for the babies she gave birth to, and
to flatter Maria, Kiyoko said to her: *“What about Chiki and Chita? The girl would be Chiki,
and the boy Chita. So you can be the singing godmother” (Kirino, Tokyo 311; my trans.).”
This was followed by great laughter among all the women, and then they joined in and sang
“Chiquitita.” Then, “Kiyoko felt relieved and closed her eyes. Now that she’s the
godmother, Maria wouldn’t possibly abandon us, mother and child. Even so, how would I
feed the twins?” (311; my trans.).*" Here we see that even after giving birth to the babies,
maternal love is not natural to Kiyoko. However, she is still part of the mother-child dyad.

She knows that feeding them is her responsibility, and so she does (313).
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The remaining Hong Kongers went close to Odaiba, risking their lives, to bring fruits
and potatoes for Kiyoko. Thanks to this, her breast milk was abundant (313). Kiyoko
breastfeeds her babies: “Chita is crying, Kiyoko opens her eyes, without really wanting to.
She wanted to sleep some more, but there’s nothing to do, she lets her son suck her shriveled
breast” (316; my trans.).*' Kiyoko does not reflect on the act of breastfeeding, it is not
depicted as a pleasurable experience, or as a way to strengthen the bond between mother and
child. In the novel, breastfeeding is a natural part of the new mother’s role, who seems to be
going through the motions in an almost mechanical way. Suddenly, Kim comes and
interrupts her, and tells her that the chance to get on the boat is now or never. While still
holding and breastfeeding her son, Kiyoko goes with her (316).

All this time, Kiyoko has been waiting for Maria to be the one deciding who gets on
the boat, but unexpectedly, Mun (one of the Hong Kongers) and Kim decide to go ahead
and escape behind Maria’s back. Mun does not want Kiyoko on the boat with them, but
Kim cannot bear the thought of leaving the children behind: “Kim pointed to the babies
and desperately protested” (Tokyo 317, my trans.).*”” Here we see that it is in fact Kim’s
love for the children that prevents her from going alone. Kim cannot abandon them, and
thus, Kirino depicts also a strong bond between children and a non-mother figure.
However, in the end, the Japanese group, who wanted to prevent anyone from escaping the
island, comes to stop them in a deadly confrontation. Mun dies, but Kim, Kiyoko and her
newborn daughter, Chiki, managed to escape. However, her son, Chita, is snatched away

by Mori Gushi, and this is how Kiyoko is forever separated from her son.
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2.4.3. Twins: parallel worlds and eco-feminism

The birth of the twins, Chita (boy), and Chiki (girl), has several implications from an
analytical point of view. Twins are liminal figures that have been tabooed in different
cultures including the Japanese one, because of the “illusion of two persons as one”
(Bargen 153). Also, in the case of male-female twins, “the line between the sexes appears
fluid rather than clearly demarcated—in other words, it suggests androgyny” (153). Hence,
in literature twins can be used to disturb clear boundaries, and this is precisely what Kirino
does.

Girard suggests that twins “threaten the social order through their very existence,
because their shared position within the family blurs the distinctions on which peace and
order depend. This erasure of difference inevitably gives rise to sacrificial violence”
(Violence 49 qtd. in Nakamura 48). Girard’s explanation concurs with the situation in Tokyo
Island, considering that right after their birth a deadly confrontation takes place that ends up
in Kiyoko’s separation and loss of her son.

In the epilogue of the novel, the twins share their parallel stories, and the reader is left
with two parallel worlds between Chita in Tokyo Island and Chiki in the city of Tokyo. On
the one hand, Chita ends up being raised by his adoptive parents, Mori Gunshi and Maria as
the Prince of Tokyo Island (341). The rest of the Filipino women also seemed to have had
children of their own, populating the island (342). On the other hand, Chiki ends up being
raised by her biological mother, Kiyoko, and Kim, the Filipino woman with whom they
successfully escaped from Tokyo Island.

The question of fatherhood is also addressed in the novel and it seems to be a

deliberate choice from the author that the son stayed in the island with his fathers. Yan also
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stayed on Tokyo Island. He is a lonely man—the only one left from the Hong Kongers. He
plays with Chita in secret because Mori Gunshi and Maria do not like that they play
together. It is clear that Yan feels he is his father, since he even asks Chita: “Prince, what
would you do if I were your real father?” (344; my trans.). ¥ Chita replies that he would
be happy (345). Yan also points to their physical resemblance (345). Hence, there is a
tension between Yan as the presumably biological father, and Mori Gunshi as the adoptive
father. Also, when the twins were newly born, everyone was competing to hold them,
“especially Yan, who started to show off that he was the babies’ father” (312; my trans.) B4
Therefore, Kirino also plays with the naturalness of paternal instinct, and problematizes
the idea of the biological father being the “‘real” father, versus the adoptive father, being a
“fake” one.

Chita wants to marry a boy and not a girl because his heterosexual parents fight a lot
while the gay couple on the island seems to have a supportive and fun relationship (346). On
that account, Kirino also addresses the themes of heterosexuality and homosexuality, not
only in terms of sexual orientations, but also in relation to childrearing.

During Chita’s middle-school graduation ceremony, Maria and Mori Gunshi decide to
tell Chita for the first time about his biological mother, and the truth behind his birth. They
start by saying that thirteen years ago Kiyoko and Chiki disappeared into the ocean
(349-350). In this description we find again the symbolism of the disappearing women into
the water.

They all sing the songs “Natural Woman™ and “Chiquitita,” (re)creating the setting for
the retelling of their birth story by Maria (350-351). In fact, she emphasizes that Kiyoko was
breastfeeding when they escaped (351). Maria explains that Kiyoko had both prince and

princess and wanted to take them both. However, a deadly confrontation took place: Mun
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killed Atama, the other three Hong Kongers were injured and died, Oraga also died, and in
this deadly chaos, Mori Gunshi took Chita right from Kiyoko’s arms: “At that time, your
dad took you, Prince, away from Kiyoko’s arms. The reason being that if one kid would stay
on the island she would surely come back. Of course Kiyoko became mad, and screamed
your name” (353).% Chita’s adoptive mother, Maria, explains to him: “While we were
carefully raising you, Prince, we were waiting for Kiyoko to come back. If she had arrived
safely, she would surely come back to the island to help you, Prince. But Kiyoko didn’t
come back” (353; my trans.).*® This scene displays storytelling as a powerful artifact that
produces the myths that support the island’s society.

In this case, it is worth noticing that Maria refers to Mori Gunshi as his father, which
somehow legitimizes his actions through appealing to paternal power. Hence, this section
also raises questions about parental custody, and the power or rights of fathers versus
mothers. Kiyoko is clearly being robbed, however, isn’t it their father who is also robbed
when she plans to escape with their children? Also, breastfeeding is emphasized previous to
their separation, and because breastfeeding epitomizes the mother-child bond, this builds on
a dramatic and tragic quality to the end of their relationship. Also, in this fragment, from the
perspective of Maria and Mori Gunshi, and by extension the rest of the community, a
mother who abandons her child is unimaginable; hence, they conclude Kiyoko and Chiki
must have died while escaping. Even if Kiyoko did not feel any love towards the babies, her

role as a mother is still contradictory and multifaceted. She is in fact close to them, united to

BIZOR, E-FSADNL, 7Y A BRSO BREIAL, AT kL2 —

ANBWTITIHIE, BTRER-TLBEAI00, NG FrEATEIERICR - T, biel-o
LT &2 NLA TN =3 (353)

MTIHILT=bid, BARTT VAR RFIZETENRL, 5§ FEANT-> TEREDOERF
ST, HFEANERLEZARS, 7Y o AZBNTIZBIZRE» THRD T
B, THh, EFSAILES THERN-T2) (353)



113

them through breastfeeding, and does not give up on them easily: she cries Chita’s name and
holds on to Chiki.

Instead of returning to “save” her son, Kiyoko arrives at the city of Tokyo, and tells
Chiki that Chita died soon after she gave birth to him. Perhaps from the author’s
perspective, in order to grant Kiyoko an independent survival she needed to cut the bond
with the masculine power of the island, and thus leave her boy behind. Chiki knows that her
mother managed to survive on a desert island and escape from it alive. Chiki has a mother
older than the average, and she points out how this surprises people, and how when they go
shopping together people say to her “it’s nice to have such a young grandma” (356-357; my
trans.).¥” Chiki says: “Surely, my mom is older than other mothers. But she is bold and
cool” (357).%% Chiki tells the reader in her monologue:

My mom gave birth to me when she was forty-eight years old. And this was

her first pregnancy so apparently she was ready to die several times. Also,

when she finally gave birth, it turned out we were twins. The other one was a

boy. My mom says she named me Chiki, and my little brother, Chita. She

says the song “Chiquitita” got in her head somehow, and she couldn’t help but

name us like that; but this I can’t believe. The sad thing is my brother died

shortly after having being born. (358; my trans.)*”

Kirino pushes the boundaries between fiction and reality, between what is true or false.

Kiyoko also tells Chiki that her father got sick and died soon after getting pregnant. This
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will also become an urban myth. In the end, Chiki feels proud and grateful (Kataoka 103).
Actually, the novel concludes with this positive depiction of Kiyoko: “No matter what
anyone says, I think my mom is a terrific person” (Kirino, Tokyo 365; my trans.).”® Her
daughter holds an exaggerated and idealized conception of her mother.

It is not accidental that the boy is the one who stays on the island; he stays and becomes
the Prince of a patriarchal, now peaceful, society. From Kiyoko’s point of view, he stays in
a dystopian place. However, from a different point of view, he stays in a place where they
managed to rebuild a society, living in a “paradise-like” place with tamed nature, living
“happily ever after,” in a sort of “patriarchal utopia,” which typically is built on a myth that
features the missing mother. In the one hand, Kiyoko’s disappearance is needed for the
establishment of Tokyo Island’s society, and in the other hand, the separation between
Kiyoko and her son is needed for granting our anti-heroine complete independence from
patriarchy. Yet, Chita thinks his biological mother, Kiyoko, and his twin-sister are dead, and
Chiki also thinks his biological father, whoever he is, and her twin-brother are dead. One of
the unresolved issues in this novel is their separation. Considering the strong and special
connection typically attributed to twins, the probability of them being reunited in the future
remains an open-ended question.

Following Shan’s interpretation, Chita probably grows up being an environmentalist,
and Chiki grows up being a feminist—in this case, someone who believes in equality of
opportunities, capabilities and celebration of difference—inspired by her mother’s strength
and courage (11). Therefore, a possible way of reading the figure of the twins is in terms of
the possible future links between feminism and environmentalism: “‘the message of the novel
is that the problem of ecology and the problem of women’s oppression go hand in hand, and

one cannot be resolved alone without the other” (Shan 11). I would like to add to this
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message, the problems of race, ethnic minorities and class. Kirino shows the
inter-sectionality of these issues, hinting that they are all political causes that need to be

tackled together.

2.5. Conclusive remarks: embodied survival

Tokyo jima is a multi-layered narrative, and Kiyoko is a multi-dimensional character:
she goes from being sexually active to passive, from having power to being abused, from
being a housewife, to an island’s ‘whore,” and then, to a multi-faceted mother away from
any traditional idealization. The themes of pregnancy, childbirth and motherhood are
essential to the plot and to Kiyoko’s character development. Kirino’s depiction of
pregnancy and childbirth in this adverse scenario—in which survival is at
stake—reconfigures motherhood and problematizes the dyad culture-nature.

The emphasis on Kiyoko’s gendered subjectivity also makes us wonder: Would all
women behave similarly under the same conditions? Is Kirino suggesting that this life
drive and capacity for resilience is present in all women? Perhaps, Kirino is revealing
attributes of ‘women’—as a sociocultural construct—rather than making a universal,
homogeneous claim about womanhood. Suzuki Takeshi claims that the main point Kirino
addresses through her novel is the latent “oddness/strangeness” of all ‘women’ (369).”"
Tokyo jima’s special conditions bring to the front all the potentiality that was dormant in
Kiyoko. Kiyoko is “odd,” she is in fact different to what is usual or expected from a

woman. Kirino’s gender awareness also manifests in her response to the publishing house
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when they asked her to write Osaka jima (KBRE5, Osaka Island) with the opposite
setting—thirty women and one man:

With that setting there is no quarrel at all. Surely, the man would be like a

“Lord,” even if he has no abilities at all, everyone would coexist making a

fool of him, and at the same time, flattering him. If he has abilities, everyone

would receive his sperm, they would share him, and I think everything would

just go smoothly (Laughter). (Bando and Kirino 229-230; my trans.)*

Kirino seems particularly interested in portraying the position of women, and the violence
in a patriarchal society. Kiyoko is a complex character—she is not an “all or nothing” type
of woman, she is neither a “whore” nor a “wife,” neither a “lover” nor a “mother;” she is
constantly both, or moving between different roles in the gray zone. This particular
depiction challenges binary thought, and allows us to think about subjectivity, gender, and
bodily experiences in terms of a spectrum or continuum. Similarly, this setting allows
Kirino to show the pervasiveness of normative heterosexuality, while also challenging the
norms prescribed by the “heterosexual matrix” through the depiction of
non-hetero-normative sexual and gender identities (Butler, Bodies 24).

Kirino’s setting is definitely a fantastic, imaginary one, yet its narrative deals with
very real themes. Kirino problematizes and blurs the boundaries between locals and
foreigners, and addresses social issues related to outcasts, the underprivileged and
oppressed, as she centers this narrative on “precariat” characters (“freeters” or part-time,

free-lance workers without employment security). Given this social dimension, T. Suzuki
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also questions if it would be possible to draw an analogy between the Tokyoites and the
Hong Kongers, with the actual dynam<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>