Japanese Language and Literature

Journal of the American Association of Teachers of Japanese

illpitt.edu | Vol. 59 | Number 1 | April 2025 | DOI: 10.5195/j11.2025.303
ISSN 1536-7827 (print) 2326-4586 (online)

Demystifying the Self: Metaphors of Sin and Self-Sacrifice in
Miura Ayako’s Early Novels

RyoOta Sakurai

Introduction
Subjectivity (E&M: shutaisei) has been a staple theme in the field of
intellectual and literary history of postwar Japan. While there are many
permutations of this theme, subjectivity has often been equated with the
concept of the modern self LAY H F% kindaiteki jiga)—an autonomous
individual set against a social totality. Okuno Takeo, in his 1960 essay
tracing the birth of postwar criticism, observes the prevalence of the term
“modern self” in the works of kindai bungaku (XL Modern literature,
1945-1964) writers and other critics, including Itd Sei’s seminal work
Shéosetsu no hoho (71N 775 The method of the novel, 1948).! Building
on Okuno’s insights, Suzuki Sadami emphasizes the underlying
motivation for these criticisms: issues of war responsibility. Suzuki argues
that the focus of kindai bungaku authors and other critics on the modern
self represents their commitment to grappling with war-related concerns.
This focus reflects a collective realization that “they ruefully understood
that the Japanese people, especially intellectuals, had failed as individuals
to acquire a modern subjectivity or to organize an effective anti-war
movement.”? The immediate impetus behind Japan’s postwar literati to
establish subjectivity resonated with contemporary writers, including
those who developed the genre known as nikutai bungaku (A #83C5
literature of the flesh). These attempts stemmed primarily from self-
criticism regarding their past failure to halt and confront the war. The
construction of a unified subjectivity was, thus, considered critical for
building a bulwark against totalitarianism, undergirding the core of their
anti-war convictions.

Through an analysis of the writings of Miura Ayako =.Jfi#%7- (1922—
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1999), this essay explores an alternative to the dominant forms of
subjectivity embedded in the postwar cultural sphere. To this end, I focus
on three of her novels from the mid-1960s: Hydten (K, 1964 Freezing
Point, 1986), Hitsujigaoka (O~ U 25 It Hill of sheep, 1965) and Shiokari
toge (V¥ 1966, Shiokari Pass, 1987). Critical reactions to these
works, especially to Miura’s debut novel Hyoten, were often divided.
Critics such as Hirano Ken criticized the novels for supposed
shortcomings in literary quality.* They contend that Miura’s fiction is often
subordinated to her intention to proselytize Christianity through her
writing. Conversely, many scholars deem the novels to be outstanding
works of Christian literature that are attractive to a broader Japanese
readership, where less than one percent of the total population professed
Christianity in the postwar years.” These conflicting responses to Miura’s
fiction manifest notably in the debate on whether to commend her works
as “missionary-oriented literature” ({2318 75 7] @ 3L dendd shiko no
bungaku) or to dismiss them as “apologetic literature” (F AFFH DL
shujin mochi no bungaku).® In contrast, this essay aims to dislodge Miura’s
texts from their religious moorings and reread them in the discursive
terrain of postwar debates on subjectivity. It argues that the depictions of
sin and self-sacrifice in Miura’s fiction function as metaphors for
challenging the status quo of the postwar ideas of subjectivity.

Indeed, Miura was not alone in redefining the concept of subjectivity
outside the prevailing discourse. Such attempts gained momentum,
particularly among women writers, whose support for imperial Japan
during the Asia-Pacific War was often marked by ambivalence or paradox,
distinct from their male counterparts. As Watanabe Sumiko and others
elucidate, amidst societal expectations for secondary roles on the
homefront (#tf% jiigo) during the war, most women writers actively
supported the imperial war efforts, regardless of their background, to
improve their marginalized positions and increase their literary output.” In
a similar vein, Noriko Horiguchi summarizes: “Female writers and
intellectuals were not simply either passive victims or active participants,
but played both roles simultaneously.”® Consequently, the wartime
experiences of women writers often differed from those of leftist male
literati, such as kindai bungaku authors, who were anti-war yet remained
subject to the reality of the war, which influenced their representation of
subjectivity in their postwar fiction. Douglas Slaymaker argues that novels
by women writers tend to challenge the masculinist presumption of
individuals as discrete units with the ability to control their lives. This
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depiction of a more fluid identity is evident in works such as Hayashi
Fumiko’s (1903-1951) Ukigumo (1951, Floating Clouds, 2006).°

Born in 1922, Miura spent most of her youth and early adulthood amid
the nationalistic turmoil of the war. Influenced by the idea of women’s
solidarity toward the war effort (8% DY jiigo no mamori), Miura, as
an elementary school teacher, passionately encouraged her students to
embrace Japanese imperialism. These efforts proved futile with Japan’s
defeat in the war and precipitated a personal crisis that prompted her to
reassess her gendered national identity. In her writings, however, Miura
adopts a distinct perspective on subjectivity that diverges from both male
authors and the majority of postwar female authors. Her fiction debunks
the myth of self-contained individuals and presents the self neither as an
idealized autonomous agent nor as doomed to a precarious existence, but
as relational in the sense of being inherently involved in reconciling
relationships with others. This counter-vision is collectively portrayed in
Hyaoten, Hitsujigaoka, and Shiokari toge by the metaphors of sin and self-
sacrifice, where the narrative is presented in the form of domestic novels
(F /)N katei shosetsu) popular in the 1960s.

Considering this aspect of Miura’s novels, lida Yiiko’s hermeneutic
analysis of women writers’ fiction enables us to interpret it within the
context of their literary practice’s negotiatory nature. lida argues that
women writers (albeit with a cautious acknowledgment of the
ambivalence within the category due to their dynamic and shifting
subjectivities) are primarily situated within a broader context of gender
politics. This context characterizes their writing as an extensive and
unsettling engagement with traditionally gendered norms. To clarify this
point, Iida broadens Judith Butler’s theories of language and coins the
terms otosei (2 responsiveness) and hidokusei (#%5¢1: being read).
The former, derived from Butler’s concept of speech as an insurrectionary
act, refers to the writings of women writers as a response to their readings,
emphasizing their potential to challenge the dominant narratives
surrounding feminine subjectivity.'’ The latter highlights the challenges
associated with this writing from a readership perspective. Here, lida
rejects the conventional assumption in reader-response criticism that
considers readers as monolithic; instead, she underscores the potential for
a diverse readership with varying interests and ideas.'' According to Iida,
this multitude of readers renders women writers’ counter-writings
multilayered rather than linear, and the presence of hidokusei becomes
more pronounced in the text when the author is a minority voice that
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deviates from norms in society.'?

By addressing these concepts, this study explores the discursive
politics of Miura’s writings. As I show, whereas subjectivity in postwar
literature and criticism is often uncritically aligned with masculinist self-
determination perspectives, Miura problematizes and redefines it from her
viewpoint as a double minority in the Japanese literary milieu. This duality
arises from the author’s gender as a female writer and her status as a
religious minority owing to her Christian faith. Her doubly minoritized
position significantly shapes her alternative discourse on subjectivity,
simultaneously complicating the formation and presentation of her
counternarrative. Using the notions of otasei and hidokusei, | aim to unfold
the interplay between Miura’s position as a female Christian writer in the
postwar era and her approach to the issue of subjectivity. This analysis
focuses on their influence on the narrative strategies she employs to
subversively challenge the stereotypical and gendered renderings of
subjectivity.

Subjectivity in Postwar Japanese Literature and Criticism
The immediate postwar years in Japan saw a vigorous debate on
subjectivity. Despite the scarcity of material resources and chaotic
conditions, over 200 articles were published in various periodicals
between 1945 and 1950, ranging from philosophical to political.!3
This nationwide discussion, known as the “postwar debate on
subjectivity” (8% =& (K% i@ 4+ sengo shutaisei ronsd), was initially
launched by the proponents of kindai bungaku who disavowed the
Marxist vision of writers’ subjective nature.14 In a 1945 article,
Kurahara Korehito, a leading communist critic and cofounder of the
New Japan Literature Association (#f H A& 3L % 2% Shin Nihon
Bungakukai), stressed the role of writers in the postwar era of
democratic revolution as prophets of the people (K # taishi).
Kurahara asserted that writers should be dedicated to portraying the
circumstances and voices of the people in their works, emphasizing
that “authors must immerse themselves in the daily life of the people,
battle alongside them, and witness their struggles and happiness.”15
For kindai bungaku authors, once committed to the left-wing
literary movements of the 1930s but who witnessed their collapse,
Kurahara's claim seemed to be a retrograde step. They believed that
constructing literary subjects required a radical reflection on their
wartime experiences. Particularly vociferous in this regard was Ara
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Masato, who wrote in his 1946 essay “Daini no seishun” (3§ O &F#&
Second youth) that his identity as a leftist humanist was utterly
disrupted when he recognized the petty egoism of his comrades.1¢ In
light of this disillusionment during his “first youth,” Ara identified
egoism as the mainspring of his postwar “second youth.” Here, egoism
is perceived not as an antithesis but, albeit paradoxically, as a
prerequisite for his unwavering passion for humanism. Ara
considered his own body to be the instrument of this renewed venture,
declaring its critical role in achieving authentic artistic subjectivity:
“Let us ardently pursue and extend the thought of our flesh [E & DK
#8 [EHE mizukara no nikutai no shii] to the cosmological limit—the
limitless world of emptiness experienced through [entering] the abyss
[that yawns behind egoism].”17

The term flesh (W#% nikutai) became a hallmark of the postwar
era immediately after Japan’s defeat. Confronted with the
disintegration of Japanese imperialism and its underlying ideologies,
critics and writers widely embraced it as a foundation of their postwar
experience due to their deep distrust in existing values and beliefs.
Tamura Taijird’s 1947 novel Nikutai no mon (A% »F] Gateway to the
flesh), a bestseller that propelled him into prominence as a “body
writer” (A #% {E % nikutai sakka), exemplifies this trend.18 While
serving as a soldier of the Imperial Japanese Army on the frontlines in
China, Tamura witnessed “Japanese who had seemingly plausible and
grandiose ‘thoughts’ turned into beasts, including myself."1° His faith
in the flesh, crystallized in his renowned manifesto, “I declare that
thought is my flesh,” serves as a counter to his war experience and is
vividly expressed in Nikutai no mon.20 The story tells of teenage
women working as prostitutes in the ruins of bombed-out Tokyo and
focuses on their interactions with a demobilized soldier, Ibuki
Shintaro. Ibuki believes that “the breath of life” (4™ MK seimei no
ibuki) residing in his gunshot body is paramount to his postwar
existence. 21 Rejected by postwar Japanese society owing to his
criminal lifestyle, Ibuki—particularly his virile and muscular body—
is fetishized by the prostitutes. His attempt to reconcile his war
experiences with his postwar life is finally fulfilled at the end of the
novel when he sexually conquers one of the prostitutes, Borneo Maya:

Ibuki felt the same sensation as when operating a machine gun on the
frontlines of the war: a sense of fulfillment in life due to a mixture of
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fighting spirit and primal fear, which made him feel like he was about to
lose consciousness. Maya’s moans of physical pleasure drove Ibuki even
more wild ... [Maya] felt her waist burning like wax, melting and flowing.
A sense of being alive for the first time in her life—Maya felt this was her
foremost birth into this world.??

Mitsuishi Ayumi contends that Ibuki’s catharsis, achieved through his
sexual mastery over Maya, symbolizes a rejuvenation of Japanese male
subjectivity. In this narrative, men embrace their war experiences as an
integral step toward restoring their wounded masculinity by locating and
constituting female subjectivity within the same rebirth narrative.” Buried
beneath this rejuvenation are the memories of violence associated with
such experiences. Mitsuishi concludes that the term “flesh” in Tamura’s
text serves as a “magic word” that facilitates the renewal process without
directly addressing the contradictions and challenges inherently carried on
by male bodies.?* The scene wherein Ibuki’s body—a tangible record of
his war experiences—establishes authenticity caters to male readers of the
time, simultaneously deflecting their attention away from their
problematic past.

While the popularity of nikutai bungaku soon declined, the concept of
subjectivity remained a focal point in literary criticism. In the mid-1950s,
when Yoshimoto Takaaki reignited the debate on writers’ subjective nature
regarding their war responsibility, it served as a useful foil in exposing the
discrepancy between writers’ proclaimed anti-war standpoints and their
involvement in the war effort.”” Following this line of discussion, however,
the reevaluation of postwar literature (8% U554 sengo bungaku ronsd)
in the 1960s brought the concept of subjectivity back to the forefront. In
his controversial essay “‘Sengobungaku’ wa gen’ei datta” ( % %)
L% 72 - 7= Postwar literature was an illusion, 1962), Sasaki Kiichi
acknowledged the gradual decline of postwar literature, to which he was
connected as a member of kindai bungaku. He retrospectively claimed that
such a decline was inevitable because of the concept of “modernity” ( /T
) O kindai no gainen) that existed as a far-off dream in the minds
of critics and writers.?® According to Sasaki, a corollary to this was
postwar writers’ failure to “fit their ideas and thoughts into a postwar
society that had changed after the 1950s.”%’

In response to Sasaki’s argument, Honda Shiigo, another member of
kindai bungaku, countered that the decline of postwar literature stemmed
from writers’ inability to establish an authentic self rather than the idea of
subjectivity itself: “Broadly speaking, here lies the issue of the subject (£
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RORIRE shutai no mondai). In my view, many postwar writers ... had
little regard for their greatest asset and chased after fads.” *® The
squandered resources—a potential opportunity for reconsidering all
traditional values and conventional assumptions after the ruins of war—
were indicative of the tragic fate of postwar literature. He objected to
Sasaki by stating: “‘How on earth could something like ‘postwar society
that changed after the 1950s’ exist in literature without the tension between
the society and the subject who observes it?”?’ In retrospect, these
arguments seem to have reached what Victor Koschmann describes as “a
vicious circle of supplementarity,” an impasse formed by a binary system
in which the ego (or the body) is essentialized and placed in absolute
opposition to a historically conditioned social structure.’® As Koschmann
explains, this essentialization is achieved by upholding only certain types
of subjects and disregarding others, transforming them into “paternalistic
versions of an Enlightenment program” through which modern subjects
can be formed.”!

This gendered exclusivity inherent in the postwar concept of
subjectivity becomes apparent when considering the challenges women
writers faced in their approach to the issue of subjectivity. Sata Ineko’s &
%6+ (1904-1998) short story “Homatsu no kiroku” (JAiK D FEék A
record of foam, 1948) is particularly relevant here. In this story, the female
protagonist’s postwar self is constantly torn between her identity as a left-
wing writer and her commitment to the war effort. Through the depiction
of the protagonist’s torment, derived from her disguised political
conversion ({4 %5#5 M giso tenko) during the war, the story concerns
notions of subjectivity as unified and self-contained, stressing its fluidity
and indeterminacy: “The lies she told during the war have left her with the
guilt of falsehood and have once again brought shame [not only to herself
but also] to leftism itself, but there is no longer any way for her to return
... [d]espite her subjectivity, this pain will eat away at her own heart until
her ambivalence is objectively cleared away.”*? The protagonist can,
therefore, not reconcile with her past and is kept in flux. In this sense, she
resembles Sata, who bore her war responsibility as a cross throughout her
life, as described by Hasegawa Kei.*

To be sure, there was a common denominator among a younger
generation of critics who found the sharp division between writers’
subjectivity and the outside world in the arguments of the kindai bungaku
coterie problematic. Okuno Takeo argued that this binary conception is a
réchauffé of classical theories about politics and literature, which limits
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writers’ pursuit of subjectivity within the paradigm where it is eventually
subsumed into political discourse.** In Okuno’s view, Abe Kobo’s Suna no
onna (W D1z, 1962 The Woman in the Dunes, 2006) and Mishima Yukio’s
Utsukushii hoshi (35 L\ 2, 1962, Beautiful Star, 2022) demonstrate the
fallibility of this theory because both successfully recreate the political
climate of 1960s Japan out of “practices of [the writers’] spiritual freedom”
(K5t o> [ B 72358 seishin no jiyii na katsudo).> Likewise, Isoda Koichi
denounced the notion of subjectivity embedded in postwar literature as a
form of realism that upheld egoistic desires over other modes of
experiences. He maintained that such an idea failed to account for what he
called “the workings of the minds” (& # D iE B seishin no undo), a
spiritual realm of creativity without which literature was reduced to a mere
dualism between the ego versus the world.*® The emphasis on inner
autonomy in these criticisms provides an antidote to the entrenched vision
of subjectivity as opposed to objective circumstances; its ultimate goal is
not to defy the idea of subjectivity as unified but to restore its primacy over
the prolonged sway of Marxist literary criticism. However, despite their
vigorous critique, the novices remained uncritical of the masculinist notion
of the self-centered ego that the dominant discourse on subjectivity
embodies; their criticism resulted in an obfuscation of this issue by
directing the focus of the discussion to an ahistorical context.

It was within this mid-1960s literary scene, when the scrutiny and
renewal of the notion of subjectivity were pursued with greater vehemence,
that Miura Ayako debuted with her Asahi literary prize-winning novel
Hyoten. Miura was not a full-time writer when she received the prize in
1964, but the owner of a variety store; thus, the Asahi newspaper portrayed
the newcomer as an “easy-going housewife” (% 7 22 M5 5 O i
kisakuna zakkaten no shufir).>” As Miura’s career developed, this gendered
label was soon replaced by a religious one, namely a Christian writer (3
U A NEVES kirisutosha sakka), and she tended to be sidelined, if not
ostracized, from mainstream literary circles. In contrast to these views, |
argue that Miura and her fiction are deeply enmeshed in, or in tension with,
the long-standing postwar discourses on subjectivity. To address this point,
I now turn to Miura’s approach to the issue of subjectivity in terms of the
concepts of otosei and hidokusei. The central questions are, respectively:
To what extent did Miura’s readings of contemporary fiction and the Bible,
a cornerstone of her faith, affect her response to the hegemonic discourse
on subjectivity? What were the challenges she faced in responding to this
discursive climate?
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Demystifying the Self

The exploration of the first question concerning otosei leads us to examine
Miura’s reading experiences during her battle with tuberculosis that
straddled thirteen years from 1946 through 1958. Miura recalls in a 1972
autobiography that the disease felt like a tangible penalty for her former
guileless faith in the emperor, stressing her guilt for having participated in
the war effort.*® This sense of guilt underlines Miura’s reaction to the
various texts she read while bedridden, ranging from literary to religious.
In her reading of Ishihama Tsuneo’s Gyangu pouetto (£ /A< 11X 9 Z
- & Gang poet, 1949), Miura rejects an optimistically slanted depiction
of feminine subjectivity in the novel. The story addresses how to live amid
the chaos of postwar Japan by describing people in the ruins of the air-
raided Osaka. Miura’s criticism concentrates on Keiko, a young mistress
with little trouble in her postwar life except for her illness. Suffering from
tuberculosis, Keiko expresses her sincere wish to live by contrasting her
fate with that of her older brother who was killed in a fight with his friends
but who, in her view, died due to his sentimental gloom after the war: “I
want to live ... why could not my brother never appreciate the beauty of
living despite my strong desire to live?”* Miura dismisses such praise of
life as a “barefaced lie” and denies Keiko’s naive outlook on the death of
her older brother.** For Miura, the aspiring Keiko—set apart from postwar
difficulties such as anomie, social insecurity, and war responsibility—
appears dubious because of her guilt.

It is unsurprising that Miura’s reading of the Bible and her subsequent
baptism in 1952 were central to the reconstruction of her damaged psyche;
however, a closer examination of this experience reveals that it also
allowed Miura to envision subjectivity beyond precarious identity. “After
the defeat in the war,” Miura writes, “I became very pessimistic and
cynical ... in light of the Bible, I saw a far more humiliating, broken, and
repulsive version of myself. However, I eventually understood that God’s
love never rejects me; rather, it accepts me just as I am.”*! This radical
revision of Miura’s view of the self is akin to what Kevin Hart calls a
“counterexperience,” an unsettling yet invigorating process that invites the
individual to reorder their experiences and senses from the perspective of
divine love through prayer.* The underlying idea is that God exists as
an absolute and reconciling love, which interrogates “the sovereignty of
the constituting ‘I’.”* Similarly, as Miura read the Bible, her guilt for
participating in the war effort emerged not merely as a stigma but also as
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ameans of rethinking the nature of subjectivity. The self here is a relational
being rather than a self-existing entity, embracing reconciliation with
others as essential in its formation. Neither solid nor fluid selfhood is thus
relevant to Miura’s exploration of redefining subjectivity; instead, such an
intersubjective conception of the self, which stems from her experience of
reading the Bible, rests on this venture.

This point leads to the second question regarding hidokusei, namely,
the obstacles Miura faced in responding to the issue of subjectivity.
Notably, the majority of Miura’s works were published in popular
magazines such as Shufu no tomo (F4i D & Housewife’s companion) and
Oru yomimono (4 —/Vi&% All reading), or as newspaper serials, rather
than in pure literature journals such as Gunzo (Fff% Arts group) and
Bungakukai (3T 5 Literary world).** Miura’s primary readership was not
among the bundan (3C3E literary circle) but rather a broader range of
readers, comprising people of varied gender, class, and war experience.
Moreover, it was typical for Miura’s readers to be unacquainted with her
biblically-inspired view of subjectivity. The gap in familiarity with
Christianity between Miura and her readers emerged, however, as a
potential catalyst for her future writings. When she received letters from
all over Japan after publishing Taiyo wa futatabi bossezu (K513 5 O+
7 The sun will not set again, 1961), a memoir of her journey with faith
that appeared in Shufu no tomo, Miura pondered: “They were heartrending
letters written by those who were injured by love and life ... I reflected on
the importance of publishing in magazines circulated among the masses.
Christians should address themselves to those outside the faith.”*> A
corollary to this effort is the series of narrative strategies that Miura
developed to involve her readers in imagining a subjectivity that differed
from how it was portrayed in dominant narratives.

A conspicuous feature in this regard is the combination of an
extradiegetic narrator and the internal perspectives of the characters in
Miura’s fiction. Philip Gabriel argues in his critique of Hydten that while
the largely unobtrusive narrator of the novel avoids prolonged analyses of
the characters’ psychological states, the reader can discern their inner
thoughts through the numerous parenthetical statements dispersed
throughout the text.*® He considers that this technique exemplifies Miura’s
greatness as a Christian writer: “the contrasting outer and inner worlds of
her characters and the critical importance of exploring the inner one.”*’
From the perspective of hidokusei, however, the double-layered narration
in Miura’s fiction is integral to her proactive engagement with her diverse
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and mostly non-Christian readership. It establishes a transparent interface
with the narrative, wherein the reader can capture a holistic picture of the
characters regardless of their interpretive interests. Additionally, this
rendering of narrative visibility facilitates a sympathetic bond between the
reader and the characters, thereby allowing the reader to identify with the
perspectives of the characters, even those that may appear unfamiliar to
them, such as those with Christian viewpoints. For some critics, this
heightened access to the characters seems artificial; Hirano Ken, in his
critique of Hyaten, acerbically asserted that almost all the characters in the
novel are merely “puppets of the author.”*® What Hirano and others have
overlooked is Miura’s minority position in the Japanese literary field. This
diminished distance between the reader and the characters is a narrative
strategy she employs to prompt her readers to vicariously experience the
characters’ struggles in reevaluating their view of the self from the
perspective of biblical faith.

The symbolic use of domestic fiction is also a considerable aspect of
Miura’s counternarrative. Unlike its earlier perception as a genre primarily
associated with middle- and upper-class women in the late Meiji era, the
literary style saw widespread adoption by writers in the 1960s.* During
this period, it served to depict broader societal issues behind the optimistic
fagade of the contemporary high economic growth society through
descriptions of inward life, such as personal feelings and troubles. Miura’s
novels align with this trend of reinventing the genre of domestic fiction. A
private and depoliticized setting in her works is used to illustrate the
politics of subjectivity. Here, certain types of imagined subjectivities in
the postwar cultural arena emerge as concrete individuals and compete for
legitimacy. The family struggles faced by these characters symbolize this
discursive competition. They pursue their own perceived authenticity at
the expense of domestic harmony until encountering Christians, albeit
often described as an enigmatic Other, who represent a different
perspective on their challenges. Therefore, Miura’s employment of the
popular narrative form of her time operates as a rhetorical primer,
encouraging her readership to engage with a biblically based critique of
subjectivity without undermining the effectiveness of her fiction.

In this representative narrative of competing subjectivities, images of
sin and self-sacrifice serve as metaphors for imagining an alternative
vision of the self. Rather than solely referring to extramarital affairs or the
Christian doctrine of sin as being self-centeredness and alienation from
God, sin is portrayed in a manner that illuminates the lurking pitfalls in
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notions of subjectivity discursively constructed by individual willpower:
an exploitative and self-redemptive nature inherent in solipsistic efforts to
achieve an authentic self. To illustrate this issue further, Miura’s fiction
employs self-sacrifice as a counter-metaphor. It subverts the clichéd
egocentric approach to subjectivity with its self-emptying rhetoric while
highlighting another dimension of the self—a relational self where the self
and others exist in a reconciling mode of connection. This realm of
intersubjective psychic reality becomes a strategic narrative device of a
subplot that parallels the stories of domestic conflict, collectively
developed in Hyoten, Hitsujigaoka, and Shiokari toge.

The focus in these novels lies in engaging with the dominant postwar
discourse on subjectivity rather than on establishing the author’s
credentials as a Christian artist. Christian symbolism in Miura’s stories is
not merely a literary exposition of her theology nor a display of religious
imagery in general but is integral to formulating a riposte to the discursive
narrative with careful attention to her potential readers. In the remainder
of this essay, I discuss how Miura’s textual strategies of otdsei and
hidokusei discussed above are employed in her texts.

Unveiled Postwar Selves

Hyoten spans from 1946 to 1964 and revolves around the decades-long
conflict in the Tsujiguchi household, a rural doctor’s family in the
Hokkaido city of Asahikawa. The novel includes a host of major and minor
characters who contribute to the family catastrophe, but especially
Tsujiguchi Keizo, his wife Natsue, and their adopted daughter Yoko
occupy a crucial position. The tragedy is triggered by the death of Ruriko,
a three-year-old daughter of the Tsujiguchi family, who was strangled to
death by a stranger named Saishi Tsuchio near the river close to their home.
Amidst sorrow and suffering, Keizo harbors resentment toward Natsue for
having met one of his young doctor staff members, Dr. Murai, at their
home during such a crisis. His antagonism escalates when he notices a love
bite on Natsue’s neck after her meeting with Murai, and he contrives a
revenge plot to have Natsue unwittingly raise a child of Ruriko’s killer.
This ruse comes to fruition with the adoption of the alleged criminal’s
infant, whom they name Yoko; it continues unabated for seven years until
Natsue discovers Keizo’s diary, which exposes the deceit. Infuriated by
her husband’s cruelty, Natsue resolves to seek retribution and makes a
complete about-face from a devoted homemaker to a demoness.
Meanwhile, Yoko thrives despite her strained family atmosphere, growing
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into a self-sufficient adolescent. By the time she becomes a teenager, Y oko
is aware of her adoption but unclear about her birth parents. The secret of
Yoko’s birth is ultimately betrayed by Natsue when she vents her long-
held grudge against Saishi and his doppelganger Yoko. Devastated by this
revelation, Yoko attempts suicide. In one of her farewell letters, she writes:
“Having discovered the potential for sin within me, I have lost all hope of
living ... Yoko’s freezing point [’K % hydten] lies where ‘you are a child
of sinners.””*” The climax occurs when Dr. Takagi, Keizd’s long-time
friend who mediated Yoko’s adoption, reveals that Yoko is not Saishi’s
daughter but an illegitimate child of Takagi’s acquaintances. The novel
ends with Yoko in bed in a coma with a faint glimmer of hope for recovery,
with the now genuinely contrite Keizd and Natsue, as well as their older
son Toru and friends, anxiously awaiting her awakening.

Given the pronounced emphasis on sin in Yoko’s climactic notes,
Hyaten seemingly embraces the concept of sin at its core, consistent with
Miura’s own remark that “the theme of sin is my earnest cry.””'
Correspondingly, the reception of the novel primarily dwells on the
problem of egoism and its potential solution to the subsequent question of
how to live, such as returning to the presence of God.” In contrast, I argue
that the Christian terminology of sin serves as a cultural critique rather
than a religious commentary. It is integrated into the postwar family drama,
where the trio of main characters—Keizo, Natsue, and Yoko—epitomizes
the tensions inherent in the discursive construction of subjectivity in the
postwar period and is used to expose the limitations of the canonized
imagined self. Here, Keizd represents the masculinist nature of the modern
self that the dominant discourse often ignores, while Natsue embodies the
exploitative aspect of a sensually spirited and anti-dogmatic individual
lauded in nikutai bungaku. Yoko emerges as a spiritualized subjectivity
upheld by the younger counterparts to kindai bungaku authors and is set
as an alternative to these selfhoods, albeit tantamount to them being
trapped in a solipsistic prison of the self. The devastating fate of the three
main characters defines Miura’s scathing criticism of the postwar
discourse on subjectivity, described within the overarching metaphor of
sin.

The parodic reinterpretation of the modern self is illustrated by
Keizo’s double-standard use of the biblical principle of “love thy enemy,”
his life-long motto that he repeatedly invoked throughout the novel.
Ostensibly, Keizd showcases major attributes of the modern self: he is a
rational, intelligent, and self-disciplined individual who remained anti-war
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according to his motto and is now a solid, reliable hospital manager who
is publicly recognized as “whiter than white.”>* His unified image is,
however, corrupted by the two enemies towering over him since Ruriko’s
death: Saishi and Natsue. On the one hand, even when embittered by the
death of his beloved daughter, Keizo consoles himself by empathizing
with Saishi. The criminal is someone to be reconciled with ab initio, as his
motto demands, and Keizo empathetically contemplates Saishi’s hardships
during his life: “([Saishi] joined the military from abusive labor camps [~
2R tako beya] and was wounded on the battlefront ... Given all that,
this man knows little about a free society).”>* The narrator interpolates
Keizd’s thoughts and provides an explanatory note, “Keizd is more
mindful of Saishi’s past than ever before ... [he] felt like he could
understand the hardening of hearts of the murderer.”’

On the other hand, Keizo is quick to take revenge when he suspects
his wife of infidelity, even with the misuse of his motto: “(What would
Takagi say if | told him that I would raise Saishi’s child ... [Takagi] will
not be able to oppose ‘love thy enemy’ after all).”>® Keizd’s speculation is,
as illustrated from the beginning by the extradiegetic narrator, off the mark,
as no actual affair exists between Natsue and Murai, and the reader may
be unfavorably predisposed toward Keizo for his hesitancy to interrogate
his wife about her supposed treachery before seeking revenge. However,
here lies a key to unveiling the gendered nature of modernistic Keizo: his
authenticity is inherently associated with patriarchal pride that requires
him to reign over his entire household, where his subjectivity comes at the
cost of subduing that of his wife. This deep-seated pride is marked from
the outset by Keizo’s ingrained masculine possessiveness as well as his
misogynistic attitude toward Natsue, which prevents him from being seen
as vulnerable by her.”” For Keizd, his wife’s alleged infidelity is a death
blow to the underlying structure of his very self. His retaliation is,
therefore, virtually designed to retrieve his lost authenticity by inciting
Natsue, who implores him to adopt an infant girl out of sorrow and
remorse over Ruriko’s death, to embrace motherhood. This is the foremost
reason why Keiz0 treats Yoko’s identity as confidential:

(I should take in [the criminal’s infant] without consulting her. Natsue will
remain unaware and will cherish her. Secrets must be kept ... [when Natsue
discovers the truth] how much she will regret the past decades of her life.
Nevertheless, that is fine. The child of a criminal will be showered with
love. I tried “love thy enemy” anyway. If I raise her knowing that she is the
child of an enemy, I may suffer more than Natsue, who knows nothing.)®
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Two interrelated strategies are evident here: the demarcation of Natsue as
a caring mother and the rehabilitation of Keizd’s identity as sovereign,
which is achieved by exercising his motto to dominate her domestically,
despite the loss of its integrity. The emerging Keizo, whose traditional
patriarchal role primarily defines his ego, resembles Foucauldian accounts
of the subject as a historical variable constituted through certain social
practices rather than producing itself out of thin air. “These practices [of
self-constitution] are ... not something invented by the individual himself,”
Foucault observes, “[t]hey are models that he finds in his culture and are
proposed, suggested, imposed upon him by his culture, his society, and his
social group.”” Keizd’s countercharge falls into such practices. It is
through the reenactment of the gendered norms of his culture that his true
selthood is reclaimed. He must be justified, in a deeper sense, not by his
virtuous deeds, but by his culturally determined hegemony over women.
Later in the novel, Keizd describes the authoritative nature of his
relationship with Natsue as the consequence of sin. At this stage, the very
definition of the word “love” in his motto comes to reflect its original
biblical meaning—agape or selfless love—because of his experience
encountering a foreign missionary who exhibits self-sacrificial behavior
on a capsized ferry where only a few, including himself, survive (I will
revisit this later in this section). While Keizo embraces the missionary’s
altruism with reverence, he considers himself powerless to emulate it.
Furthermore, this reflection serves to disclose his unyielding animosity
toward Natsue, leading him to ponder: “(If I were to have a one-night stand,
I would not be angry with myself. Nevertheless, I can never forgive my
wife for being unfaithful. What on earth does this mean? ... What is self-
centeredness? Is it not the root of sin?)”® Because of the narrator’s
parenthetical interruption, the text foregrounds Keizd’s awareness of his
sinfulness, which prompts some critics to interpret it as a sort of catechism
about original sin.®' However, the image of sin is conjured up as the
protagonist questions, albeit rudimentarily, his toxic masculinity rather
than theological issues. It is used to reinforce Keizd as entangled by the
patriarchal compulsions that dictate his pursuit of an authentic self. The
more the idea of sin lodges in his mind, the more his self-sufficient—or
“modern” on a metaphorical level—self becomes decentered.®
Interestingly, there are no instances of Natsue, Keizd’s antagonistic
counterpart, coming across the notion of sin throughout the text. She is
described as devoid of affiliation with any dogmatic viewpoint, whether
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religious or political, and regards her own material body as fundamental
to her subjectivity. The dualistic representation of Natsue’s self is
inherently embedded in her barrenness caused by the sterilization
treatment she received as a remedy for pleurisy in the early 1940s in her
twenties. The narrator briefly tells in retrospect that Natsue shows no
hesitation to undergo the procedure: “‘With Toru and Ruriko, I [Natsue]
have no need for more children.” Although Natsue appears docile at first
glance, she was persistent in her decision.”®® Her somewhat blunt assertion
sounds offensive or even disloyal to Keizo, for he laments her renouncing
reproductive potential despite her age. When contextualized within the
historical timeframe of the story, Natsue’s voluntary sterilization of her
body appears at odds with the contemporary public discourse around the
physiology of women of childbearing age. As demonstrated in the political
campaign of “beget and multiply” (P& LW K ume yo fuyase yo),
young women of the time were expected to give birth to about five children
in order to increase the population and achieve the vision of the Great East
Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere (KBl 528 daitoa kyoeiken) and strengthen
Japan’s national security.® Natsue’s body operates as a site where the
grandiose propaganda cannot take root, asserting its autonomy to exercise
motherhood in its own terms. In this subversive vein, she resembles Ibuki
Shintard in Nikutai no mon, whose monstrous, egocentric body challenges
wartime Japan’s totalitarianism that mobilized individuals to the imperial
cause, albeit with the difference that, as a consequence of her self-chosen
barrenness, war memories are abstracted from her and her body.

The similarities between these characters are, however, not confined
to the nature of their egos clashing with ideological forces. Just as Ibuki
leverages female sexuality to realize the authenticity of his postwar self,
so does Natsue attempt to dominate her male counterparts to prove her
authenticity. This aspect of the protagonist is hinted at in her temptation of
Murai from the outset. Following her coquettish resistance against his
eager kiss, which results in him grazing her cheek, Natsue admits that “(I
do not dislike it at all),” or, if anything, adores it, as the extradiegetic
narrator explicates, “[Natsue] deemed [her cheek] as if it were a jewel.”*
Natsue’s subjugating approach to men becomes apparent later in the story
as her physical vitality diminishes with age and, more significantly, pales
in comparison to that of her teenage daugther Yoko. Now, the target is
Kitahara Kunio, Toru’s senior at college and for whom Yoko harbors
feelings. Natsue uses her coquetry to trap the youth and regain her self-
confidence. This attempt fails with Kitahara’s disdainful outlook,
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eventually betraying Natsue’s hegemonic femininity: “For Natsue,
Kitahara was not Toru’s friend but the opposite sex. All men must praise
her beauty and be willing to welcome her intentions.”®® No sign of guilt is
present in her mind, or elsewhere in the text, which highlights her sinful
pride in her physical presence. The absence of the image of sin in Natsue’s
characterization is a paradoxical complement to the anti-metaphysical and
materialistic self that is celebrated in nikutai bungaku, and reveals its
exploitative dependence on a different gender in its pursuit of authenticity.

As Yoko (B51) owes her name to the sun CKFj taiya), her role in the
literary exploration of the politics of subjectivity seems to lie in shedding
light on a solution to the conditional aspects of selfhood represented by
Keizo and Natsue. Critics have often characterized Yoko as self-contained:
no matter how difficult the external circumstances, particularly the neglect
and harshness of her adopted mother, Yoko remains virtuous and
invulnerable to adversity.” Her seemingly reaching independent nature is
reminiscent of a spiritualized form of subject championed by critics, such
as Okuno and Isoda; however, a closer reading of the text reveals that
Yoko’s autonomy comes not from her inherent integrity but the desire to
redeem her true self from her perceived fate as a foundling. Her yearning
for authenticity takes the form of moral superiority to the vicious Natsue
during childhood and becomes a longing for intimate love when she
reaches her teenage years.®® This latter point is highlighted by the limited
yet telling intertextual link between Yoko and Heathcliff in Emily Bront€’s
Wuthering Heights (1847):

The fact that the main character, Heathcliff, was an abandoned child evokes
emotions in Yoko. As someone who does not know their birth parents, she
sympathizes with the abandoned Heathcliff and the intensity of his love for
Catherine, with whom he grew up together as a sibling and remained
obsessed even after she got married, whose grave he eventually uncovered,
and whose vision he held while dying. (Children who have been abandoned
by their parents, like Heathcliff, may feel compelled to pursue their loved
ones forever as “the only one, indispensable.”) ... While reading, Yoko was
inspired to love and be loved fiercely.*

In Yoko’s mind, an overt parallel is drawn between her and Heathcliff by
the shared destiny of an abandoned child. The passionate enactor of
Heathcliff, who herself has prompted this identification, is then offered
through iterative refinement in the form of an abstracted indirect quotation
of the novel in question. What is particularly interesting here, however, is
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that Yoko seems to miss almost entirely Heathcliff’s multi-faceted nature
(such as his ambiguous racial and cultural background) and, more
importantly, the equally salient difference between his vengeful attitude
toward the Earnshaws and her own situation with the Tsujiguchis.” In this
context, Wuthering Heights is reduced to a melodrama. Yoko’s one-
dimensional interpretation of Heathcliff as a romantic figure is brought to
the fore in the text as the reader tracks Yoko’s focalization and, in so doing,
their attention extends beyond the superficial linkages between these two
characters to the redemptive ambition Yoko invests in her pursuit of her
true self in love relationships to compensate for her orphanhood.

Nowhere is the limitation of this quest for authentic selfhood revealed
to a greater extent than in the climactic chapter, “Suicide Note,” which is
composed of Yoko’s farewell letters addressed to her stepparents, Kitahara,
and Toru. Although the chapter is only three pages long, the word “sin”
(3% tsumi) appears more than ten times and is used to describe the
protagonist’s distress in the face of Natsue’s disclosure that her birth father
is Saishi Tsuchio, the murder of Ruriko. The following passage conveys
the gist of her anguish:

“Kitahara san [who is dubious about Natsue’s claim], it no longer makes
any difference to me whose daughter I am ... I was cocky enough to refuse
to see a drop of evil in myself and could no longer live with the fact that sin
dwells in me.””!

Takebayashi Kazushi, amongst others, interprets Yoko’s keen awareness
of her sinfulness as a reflection of the Christian principle of original sin as
innate in all individuals.”? By contrast, Philip Gabriel suggests that the
acuteness of the protagonist’s awareness can be misleading in
conceptualizing this doctrine.”” Beyond these theological implications,
however, sin has a specific discursive connotation: it alludes to the
solipsistic realm of an autonomous inner self espoused by the progeny of
kindai bungaku authors. In this context, what Yoko rejects in the name of
sin is critical. It demonstrates not merely a matter of sinfulness but also
the reality in which an internally independent subject is unsettled by the
presence of its unknown self. The consequence is the suicide of the subject,
the inevitable end of such subjectivity that is incompatible with any reality
outside itself.

For critics of the wartime generation (# "Ik senchii-ha), whose youth
was, similar to Miura, affected by the war in myriad ways, Hyoten appears
distinctive from the time of its publication in its attempt to counter the
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postwar discourse on subjectivity. In a 1965 Asahi newspaper literary
review, Eto Jun describes the novel as “a challenge to the bundan shosetsu”
that tends to posit the self as pure and absolute and praises its insight into
the bleak reality of human existence.”* Takano Toshimi also avers that the
narrative extends beyond the literary field and raises questions about what
he calls “postwar consciousness.” “Since the end of the war,” he claims
retrospectively, “Japanese [people] have constantly been seeking to
become ‘something’ out of an uneasiness caused by the collapse of
Japanese imperialism, and it is this consciousness that drives postwar
literature to explore the possibility of a solid, autonomous self, to which
Hyéten stands as an antithesis.”> While these discussions are helpful, I
argue that the novel has another level: it attempts to rearticulate the master
narrative of postwar subjectivity. This is hinted at in Keizd’s emerging
attitude toward a foreign missionary who, amid the panic on a capsized
ferry in stormy weather, offers his life jacket to a woman—a citizen of a
former enemy of his country—at the risk of losing his own life by saying,
“You are younger than me. It will be the youth who will shape Japan.””®
The missionary and his self-sacrificial act stick in Keizd’s mind, yet
simultaneously, he feels an unbridgeable distance between him and the
foreigner:

In bed, Keizo frequently contemplated the fate of the missionary who gave
his life preserver to a woman suffering from stomach cramps. He wished
that the missionary, who had done what he could not, was still alive. Keizo
recognized that inheriting the missionary’s life was impossible, and their
experiences were undoubtedly different and irreconcilable.”

As with the many critiques cited in this section, the focus of critics has
been on the theological nuances presented by the missionary. Sako
Jun’ichird analyzes this character as an embodiment of the notion of love
described in John 15:13 (“Greater love has no one than this: to lay down
one’s life for one’s friends” [New International Version]).”® In light of the
above discussion, however, the image of self-sacrifice is better described
as a metaphor for the reversal of the logic of the postwar agenda of
subjectivity reconstruction rather than simply Christian ethics. It suggests
an oxymoronic proposition that one can achieve authenticity if one
empties oneself for the sake of others, with a particular focus on
reconciliation. At this stage, however, this counter-perspective is
illustrated as a foreign, unattainable concept; it is further unfolded in
Miura’s subsequent novels Hitsujigaoka and Shiokari toge. Nevertheless,
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Hyaten can be regarded as a milestone in Miura’s career, where the writer
marks the beginning of her endeavors to redefine the mainstream view of
subjectivity.

Refocusing the Self

Set from 1949 to 1954 in the Hokkaido city of Sapporo, Hitsujigaoka
describes the struggle of a man named Sugihara Rydichi, for whom his
tenko (Hz17] political conversion) experience during the war remains an
indelible stigma that labels him a betrayer for the rest of his life. His
postwar life is built around an anxious desire to atone for his past, which
drives him to embrace art as a means to cultivate an authentic self at the
expense of indulging in alcohol and pursuing women as prey in his
regenerative quest. Hirono Naomi, the only daughter of Rev. Hirono
Kosuke and his wife Aiko, is one of his victims. Lured by Ry®dichi’s open
countenance and frank disclosure, she accepts his marriage proposal but
soon faces domestic violence and a miserable marital life. Naomi reaches
the end of her patience after two years of marriage and returns to her
parents’ home in despair. Soon after his wife’s disappearance, Rydichi
visits the Hirono family and suddenly develops hemoptysis. While he
recuperates at Hirono’s home, Rydichi is drawn to Georges Rouault’s
paintings of Christ. He looks with wonder at their beauty that reveals the
futility of his own attempts at art while simultaneously giving pause to his
restlessness. His reaction to the experience culminates in a portrait of
himself bathed in the blood of Christ on the cross, an artwork intended as
a gift for Naomi but only found after his unfortunate death in the snow on
Christmas day. Upon seeing the picture, Naomi perceives Ryodichi’s
sincere plea for forgiveness and responds with contrition for her
unyielding coldness toward him.

As exemplified by the publication of the monumental, three-volume
Kyodo kenyii: Tenko (3:[RIBF%E #5m Collective research: fenka, 1959—
1962), compiled by the Institute of the Science of Thought (‘248D FL A
724 Shiso no kagaku kenkyiikai), in which the research leader Tsurumi
Shunsuke describes its aim as to “generate a more autonomous subject
than ever before in Japanese thought,” tenko became a locus of discursive
struggles over articulating subjectivity from the late 1950s to the early
1960s.” Rather than solely referring to the interwar tenké phenomenon
where incarcerated communists collectively renounced Marxism
following the Sano-Nabeyama statement in 1933, fenko here often serves
as a complex figurative language.®® For Maruyama Masao, it signifies an
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immature modern subject incapable of exercising autonomy; in the
arguments of another political theorist, Fujita Shozd, fenko is incorporated
into his analysis of modern Japan as an affective construct undifferentiated
by distinctions such as individual and community.®' Irena Hayter and
Mark Williams encapsulate the rhetorical functionality of tenko in those
works as “another allegory for underdevelopment” in which persistent
figures of scarcity and absence are involved.* Max Ward also points out
that within this metaphor, binary oppositions such as West/Japan and
abstract theory/national belonging are inherently maintained.®* As such,
tenko tends to become synonymous with an unchangeable Japanese
identity and social order, integrated into the essentialist narratives of
Nihonjinron (H A& NG theories of Japaneseness).

These discursive traits of tenko are selectively reflected in the
portrayal of Ryodichi in Hitsujigaoka. On the one hand, the novel avoids
attributing the cause of his tenko to his affective bonds with his natal
family, nor does it describe its consequences as a return to an unmediated
national unity of emotion or the naked self from the world of imported
abstractions. On the other hand, the trauma Rydichi endures due to his
tenko, especially his abhorrence of his own submissive cowardice and
imperative craving for renewal, are highlighted. He blatantly talks to
Naomi in the early days of their acquaintance, “[since committing tenko]
I have come to define myself as a traitor ... If you love me, I might be
reborn.”® The same idea is reiterated in a more demanding tone in his
conversation with his old friend, Takeyama Testuya.® This fetishistic
impulse toward marriage with Naomi and other women, is, however, not
purely for the object itself but is instigated by his desire to spice up his
artistic life. In bed at the Hironos’ house, Rydichi confesses: “I was willing
to toy with women and do whatever it took to create a picture ... the most
terrifying was to lose myself as a painter. As long as art was conceived as
an expression of self, I had to pursue a life of egoism.”® The anxious
tenkosha represents subjectivity deprived of autonomy yet striving to
compensate for the loss. He is essentially a reversed mirror image of the
modern self inseparably captured in its mythology.

The bloodied Ry®dichi gazing at Christ on the cross in his self-portrait
points to the potential for a transformation of the self that is trapped in a
never-ending labyrinth of modernization. Despite its overt Christian
imagery, the emphasis on animating the picture is not about the
protagonist’s conversion to the faith. “(I am not sure why Christ was
crucified, but I do know that he experienced great sorrow),” the narrator
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parenthetically describes Ryodichi’s appreciation of Rouault’s paintings
that inspired his own artistic expression and adds, “Rydichi questioned his
knowledge of the true meaning of deep sorrow.”®” An orthodox conversion
narrative—the willingness to accept the cross of Christ as one’s
redemption—is diminished; instead, the text foregrounds an empathetic
tie between Ryoichi and Christ, through which the protagonist comes to
reconsider the anguish that used to take hold of his very existence. In other
words, Rydichi’s self-portrait reveals that the sacrificial image of Christ
punctures his solipsism: the protagonist is redeemed, not from sin, but
from the egocentrism he previously ascribed a crucial role in forming the
self, invited to locate himself in a relational reality.

This shift in defining the nature of the self is further underlined by the
fact that Ryoichi’s self-portrait has a specific audience: Naomi. For the
evolved Ryoichi, art is no longer a means to authenticate himself in
solitude but to seek reconciliation with his victim in selflessness. The
posthumous painting is thus best interpreted not as evidence of “another
conversion” of the tenkosha protagonist to a Christian life, as Odajima
Motoari and others argue, but as an expression of an intersubjective vision
that orients the self toward others in the paradigm of restoring
relationships.*®

A similar, yet more elaborate form of this selthood is evident in
Shiokari toge, a novel penned in parallel with Hitsujigaoka and serialized
from April 1966 to August 1968 in a Christian journal, Shinto no tomo ({7
& DK Believers’ friend). It is based on the life of Nagano Masao (1880—
1909), a pious Meiji Christian in Hokkaido who, alongside his job as a
railway employee, devoted himself to evangelical work until his death that
saved the passengers of a runaway car at the Shiokari Pass.*” The main
character is called Nagano Nobuo, and the story chronicles his arduous
trajectory from unbelief to belief. Nobuo was born in 1876, the eldest son
of an upper-class family of a former samurai (£:/% shizoku) and raised by
his father Sadayuki and grandmother Tose, who abhors Christianity as a
subversive threat to Japanese society. Nobuo develops an early distaste for
the religion, but this antipathy yields to ambivalence during his teenage
years when his Christian mother, Kiku, and faithful younger sister,
Machiko, return to the family home after Tose’s death. Exposed to their
faith and also Sadayuki’s approach to Christianity, which is remarkably
revealed in his will after his sudden death, Nobuo becomes less hostile to
Christianity but still perceives it as irrelevant to him. A turning point
occurs when, as a twenty-three-year-old railway employee, Nobuo
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discovers that his friend’s sister, Fujiko, whom he is determined to marry,
is a Christian. Motivated by his deep affection for her, Nobuo reads the
Bible and seeks faith.

Meanwhile, Mihori Minekichi, the protagonist’s co-worker, is in peril
of losing his job for stealing another employee’s pay envelope. With all
his strength, Nobuo attempts to be a Good Samaritan for his miserable
friend but only faces Minekichi’s skepticism and dislike. This struggle
leads the protagonist to recognize the righteous pride in his altruism, and
Nobuo eventually accepts Christ, the true Good Samaritan, as his savior
who has atoned for his sins. Despite Nobuo’s subsequent reconciliation
efforts, Minekichi remains unmoved until he witnesses Nobuo’s death at
the Shiokari Pass, where the protagonist sacrifices himself to save the
passengers, including Minekichi, of a runaway train. Struck by the incident,
the antagonist becomes repentant and along with other railway workers,
converts to Christianity—this ending resonates with the novel’s epigraph,
taken from John 12:14: “Very truly I tell you, unless a kernel of wheat falls
to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. However, if it dies, it
produces many seeds.”

The interpretation of Nobuo’s death has long been discussed among
critics. Most view it as a metonymic pointer to agape love exemplified by
the sacrificial death of Christ in the Bible, which Miura uses as a means
for her evangelistic outreach to non-Christian readers.”® Mizutani Akio is
particularly vociferous, arguing that Nobuo’s death reifies the author’s
belief in Christ.”' I contend that the self-sacrificial image operates as a
metaphorical hinge that articulates Miura’s approach to refocusing the
postwar discourse on subjectivity. It expands the intersubjective vision
presented in Hitsujigaoka toward a more reconciliation-oriented, rather
than merely relational, figure of selfhood. The text uses the historical
subject of shizoku (former samurai class) as a vehicle to illustrate this view.
By crafting an archetype of emergent autonomous subjectivity in modern
Japanese history in its own right, Shiokari toge retroactively constructs an
alternative view of the modern self while reimagining this notion to
encompass the restorative interplay between the self and others.

Barred from their previous privileges as a result of political measures
taken by the Meiji government immediately after the Restoration, the
shizoku emerged as iconic figures of an identity crisis. By the end of the
1880s, they were no longer entitled to either the katana (J) sword), a
symbol of samurai pride and prestige, nor the karoku (%% hereditary
stipends), which allowed the samurai to enjoy financial well-being.
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Former samurai were consequently compelled to exercise their individual
agency to climb the social ladder.”” As Jason Karlin points out, they
typically overcame this obstacle by redesigning the foundation of
authority around Western etiquette and manners, and hence “the West
became the new signifier of status and power.””® Christianity, whose
practices became less restricted after the Meiji government repealed the
Tokugawa bakufu’s anti-Christian laws in 1873, was no exception. Sumiya
Mikio elucidates that most early Meiji Christians, such as Uemura
Masahisa (1858—-1925) and Ibuka Kajinosuke (1854-1940), were of the
shizoku lineage. They embraced Christianity to fulfill their revolutionary
zeal, so much so that “[their enthusiasm for] the construction of new Japan
and their faith were inseparable.”® This aspiration also resonated with
ethical reform, leading them to adopt a puritanical lifestyle as a means to
counter the feudalistic habits of the mind. In this way, the subject of rights
and obligations, an aspect of modern society that dismantles the
foundational logic of the feudal status system, was pursued.”

Nobuo’s protracted engagement with Christianity represents the
dialectical tension between feudal and modern subjectivity, albeit with a
focus not on rekindling lost social or political grandeur but on recreating
selthood. The protagonist embodies the ambivalence of a warrior identity:
he internalizes samurai ethos (such as the class-consciousness of feudal
times) yet simultaneously finds himself unfit to uphold these standards—
especially those pertaining to masculinity. A memorable instance occurs
when adolescent Nobuo is led by his older cousin Takashi to the Yoshiwara
red-light district. Contrary to the prevailing discourse of manliness of the
time, where young men should have sexual experience with a woman
before joining the military, he flees from such an experience by reminding
himself, “(I am not acting like a man ... about face!).”*® This amounts to
an abstention from sexual desires with great effort, leading Nobuo to
identify himself as a man governed by his will and reason. At this point,
his self-discipline convinces him to believe that “I am not weak enough to
depend upon God,” and Christianity is regarded as a refuge for the feeble-
minded.’” Through these attempts to deconstruct warrior manhood, Nobuo
adopts a modern persona who invests his faith with autonomous volition
rather than feudal values.

As with Ryoichi in Hitsujigaoka, an encounter with Christ inverts
Nobuo’s self-appraisal and accentuates his autonomy as a delusion of
being authentically oneself, through which an alternative conception of the
self that counteracts solipsism is brought forth. A critical difference lies,
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however, in the degree to which the protagonist is engaged in reconciling
psychic phenomena. In essence, reconciliation is the basso continuo of
Nobuo’s renewed life, where his emergent sense of self depends on
restoring relationships with his two great antagonists: God and Minekichi.
In the testimony he prepares for his baptism, Nobuo writes: “[referring to
his attempt to be a Good Samaritan to Minekichi] I had placed myself in
the position of a child of God and looked down on my friend ... [ now
realize that it was this arrogance, my sin, that nailed Jesus to the cross. |
now believe in the atonement of the cross for my sin.””® After Minekichi,
who had always been suspicious of Nobuo’s generosity, reads this
testimony, Nobuo prays that Minekichi also recognizes God’s love and
implores, “Please forgive me.”*” The repentant Nobuo resembles Rydichi
but differs in being pulled more into reconciling reality. Here, the
protagonist comes to exercise his autonomy, not to perfect himself as a
modern individual in society or politics, but to practice the reconciliation
he learns from Christ in his relationship with his antagonist.

Nobuo’s sacrificial death at Shiokari Pass constitutes the climactic
center of this reconciliation process. The scene is foreshadowed by
Nobuo’s reaction to the contentious Minekichi on the eve of his death. At
the dinner, Minekichi teases Nobuo for marrying Fujiko, an invalid, and
interrogates, “Do you not believe that you will ultimately sacrifice yourself
in favor of this woman? ... You seem to possess the aura of a swindler.”'*
After Minekichi becomes drunk and lies down uncovered, Nobuo takes
care of him and reflects on 1 John 3:13-16 (“Do not be surprised, my
brothers and sisters, if the world hates you ... And we ought to lay down
our lives for our brothers and sisters.”): “Nobuo wondered if he could truly
love someone enough to sacrifice his own life for them. He gazed at
Mihori snoring loudly with his mouth opened.”'® The fruit of this
contemplation becomes a reality, if not explicitly articulated, when Nobuo
encounters a crisis the very next day. The train Nobuo and Minekichi take
to Asahikawa, where Fujiko is waiting for their long-awaited engagement
ceremony, suddenly loses control at the steep Shiokari Pass. At this point,
the narrator focalizes on Nobuo’s immediate actions and thoughts:

Nobuo exerted all his strength to turn the steering wheel, but the
train’s speed remained unchanged. He quickly realized that he
could stop the train with his own body at this speed. At that
moment, the faces of Fujiko, Kiku, and Machiko flashed before
him in his mind’s eye. Nobuo closed his eyes to clear his
thoughts. The handbrake was released, and Nobuo’s body quickly
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fell down onto the tracks.'??

Interestingly, the narrator adds a descriptive detail to this portrait later in
the story when Minekichi recalls Nobuo’s death: “[just before Nobuo
leaped onto the tracks] he suddenly turned and acknowledged him
[Minekichi] with a nod.”'® This gap in the narrative is highly suggestive.
On the one hand, the juxtaposition of Nobuo’s relatives with the
impending danger, where the lives of all the other passengers, including
Minekichi, are at stake, shows that the protagonist renounces his most
personal and desired ones for the sake of others. On the other hand, the
complemented line indicates that Nobuo’s death carries a personal
dimension: it is the culmination of his efforts to reconcile with Minekichi.
His reconciliatory impulse finds its form in a spectacle that subordinates
his whole being to his opponent so that the feud between them may come
to an end.

Indeed, an examination of the protagonist’s “true” motivation behind
his death renders this argument moot. This would risk confusing the
fictional realm with reality, lending additional assumptions to several
theories on the death of Nagano Masao.'" Instead, the self-sacrificial
image can be interpreted as a symbolic device to display a reconciled
subjectivity. The transformation of Minekichi after the accident
underscores this point. Although the reader is briefly informed about
Minekichi’s contrition for his offense and his subsequent baptism, the text
is emphatic about the complete about-face change in his personality:
“Nagano-san’s death, which I saw, delivered a more poignant message to
me than his will or any other means. ”'® This suggests that Minekichi
grasps the personal significance of Nobuo’s death and comes to terms with
it; at this stage, he is transposed from antagonist to protagonist in his
inheritance of a relational subject intimately linked to the idea of
reconciliation. It is this image of spreading a climate of reconciliation that
the term “many seeds” in the epigraph of the novel anticipates—rather
than a mere shift in perspective from self- to other-centered, the image
draws attention to an intersubjective definition of self, viewing it a
reconciliation of one to another.

Conclusion
Miura Ayako’s 1964 debut novel, Hyoten, and subsequent works,
Hitsujigaoka and Shiokari toge, are by no means divorced from the
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contemporary literary and intellectual discourse. In contrast to the
widespread criticism of dismissing Miura’s works as only evangelistic
texts or celebrating them as a unique instance of the genre of Christian
literature, I argued that the metaphors of sin and self-sacrifice in the three
novels are strategically used to form a counternarrative to the dominant
postwar discourse on subjectivity. The challenge is both to deconstruct and
reconstruct the notion of the modern self: sin as a metaphor for the
irredeemable propensity of imagined postwar selves to maintain or
rehabilitate authenticity egoistically on the one hand, and self-sacrifice as
a symbolic reverse of the telos of modern subjects by highlighting their
intersubjective, constructed nature on the other. Reconciliation is, in this
context, described as a process of redefining autonomy through a
restorative interplay with others and, in so doing, of narrating the self as
beyond solipsism and the essential dualism of the ego versus the world.
The self is demystified and relocated into another reality, in which
autonomy is associated with practices of reconciliation rather than self-
determination.

As in the case of nikutai bungaku and the postwar criticisms of the
modern self, the novels’ obsession with subjectivity and its reconciliatory
role resonates with Miura’s treatment of the issues of war responsibility. It
is critical to recall here that Miura’s otosei—her responsiveness to her
contemporary literary milieu—is marked by her deep sense of guilt for the
proactive role she played in the war effort on the homefront, or, to borrow
Miura’s own words, for “teaching erroneous ideas to my students.”'%
More significantly, those with whom she interacted during her first
teaching stint in the rural Hokkaido region of Utashinai were not limited
to the locals but also Korean children whose parents were carted off as
forced laborers by the Japanese colonial administration. “I felt as if 1
received a box in the ear,” Miura reminisces about the moment when she
was faced with the benign yet unbending refusal of a Korean student to
allow teachers, including Miura, to read her Korean book.'”” She adds, “I
was reminded that, no matter how much I adored Koreans and they became
attached to us, an invisible barrier separating us from them existed.”'*® For
the nationalist Miura of the time, however, such a barrier lost its
significance within the ideological framework of the prevalent policy of
Japanization (&2 EALEUR kominka seisaku). Reflecting on her failure to
imagine Japan’s brutalities against Koreans from the student’s behavior,
Miura avows: “What an idiot I was” (fif &\ 9 B NI T o722 &2
nantoiu orokana ningen datta kotoka).'""”® Her guilt is thus hardly restricted
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to her wartime teaching but includes a broader focus on the experiences of
Asian victims who bore the brunt of Japanese imperialism.

Miura’s later writings, such as Aoi toge (5 #f Blue thorn, 1982) and
Juko (8511 Muzzle, 1994), attempt to come to grip with the legacies of
Japan’s imperial past. Kuroko Kazuo remarks that at the heart of the
fictional universe of these novels lies the tension between the Japanese
sense of victimhood and complicity in the nation’s imperial agenda.'"
Remarkable in this regard is Kunikoshi Yasurd, the veteran protagonist in
Aoi toge, who suffers with the death of his superiors and subordinates by
American bombings yet simultaneously laments the victims of Japan’s
imperial aspirations as people who had supported this venture. Where such
aggression responsibility is articulated, the text avoids reducing it to the
militarist state; instead, it emphasizes individuals as agents who reflect on
Japan’s role as a victimizer of Asian nations as their own problems. At the
cenotaph for the Chinese victims of forced labor in Asahikawa, Kunikoshi
sincerely apologizes to a visiting Chinese professor, whose seventeen-
year-old brother was one of the victims, for the past crimes.''' The
protagonist’s subjectivity lies between the contradictory identities of
victim and victimizer; however, as kuni (F% nation) and koshi (&
transcendence) in his name collectively imply transcending national
boundaries, Kunikoshi is crafted with a perspective on reconciliation on a
global scale. This image of reconciliation and its associated subjectivity
does not stand alone in Miura’s oeuvre. Its blueprint can also be found,
albeit within the symbolic world of domestic dramas, in her earliest novels.
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