LERFZMIBHRI AT MY

Hiroshima University Institutional Repository

) Voices of Abused Children in Contemporary Japanese Fiction:
Title Sayaka Murata’ s Tadaima Tobira and Chikydseijin
DALMI, Katalin
Author(s)
. ) Bulletin of the Research Center for the Technique of
Citation Representation , 17 : 27 - 44
2022-03-31
Issue Date
DOI
10.15027/52327
Self DOI
https://ir. Lib.hiroshima-u. ac. jp/00052327
URL
Right
Relation



http://dx.doi.org/10.15027/52327
https://ir.lib.hiroshima-u.ac.jp/00052327

Voices of Abused Children in Contemporary Japanese Fiction:
Sayaka Murata’s Tadaima Tobira and Chikyiiseijin'

Katalin DALMI
Key Words: Child abuse, Japanese fiction, Sayaka Murata, Earthlings, Tadaima Tobira

1. Introduction

Contemporary Japanese writer Sayaka Murata £ D HIZ (1979) is well known for her unique
depiction of sexuality, gender roles, and social nonconformity. For instance, in her Akutagawa Prize-
winning novel, Konbini Ningen = . "= A\[H] (Convenience Store Woman, 2016), she portrays a 36-
year-old asexual woman who — being unable to assimilate into society, — finds her purpose in life as a
convenience store clerk. As a socio-cultural critique of the contemporary family system, Murata has
repeatedly addressed the issue of child abuse in her fiction. In her debut work, Junyii 1% %L
([Breastfeeding], 2003), she portrayed the problematic relationship between a seductive junior high
school girl and her private teacher, a 28-year-old young man with an abusive childhood. She has
elaborated further on the topic in her more recent works, such as Tadaima Tobira % % A~ M &7
([The Welcoming Door], 2011) and Chikyiiseijin #EKE N (Earthlings, 2018).

Child abuse has been a recurring topic in contemporary Japanese literature. However, the literary
representations of child abuse in Japanese fiction have remained under-researched. Therefore, in order
to provide a basis for further discussions, this essay provides some background information on child
abuse as a relevant social problem in contemporary Japanese society and introduces some of the most
significant literary texts written on the issue.

Despite being a common social phenomenon, child abuse often remains undiscovered. Neglected
and abused children tend to remain silent about their condition?, and social taboos around domestic
violence and child abuse also make it difficult for victims to share their experiences. As psychiatrist
Judith Herman wrote in her famous work, Trauma and Recovery, ‘When the victim is already devalued
(a woman, a child), she may find that the most traumatic events of her life take place outside the realm
of socially validated reality’; therefore, ‘her experience becomes unspeakable’ *. The word

‘unspeakable’ refers not only to the social taboos surrounding traumatic events but also to the nature

! This article is based on my presentation ‘Voices of Abused Children in the Works of Contemporary
Female Writers’ at the 16th International Conference of the European Association for Japanese Studies on
26 August 2021 (online).

2 Ruth S. Kempe and C. Henry Kempe, Child Abuse (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978), pp. 39—
40.

3 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence — From Domestic Abuse to Political
Terror, 3rd edn (New York: Basic Books, 2015), p.8.
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of the traumatic experience itself. J. Roger Kurtz elaborates on the psychoanalytic understanding of
trauma as an ‘event so overwhelming that it cannot be processed normally at the time of its occurrence,
so that its memory is effectively blocked but returns to haunt the victim until it is appropriately
confronted and dealt with’#. Since reconstructing the traumatic memory is essential for recovery>,
literary narratives have gained significant attention in trauma studies. Many trauma theorists have
argued that literary narratives that evoke traumatic experiences could communicate psychic pain more
effectively than direct representations that often fail to capture the essence of the ‘unspeakable’
traumatic experience ®. In other words, literary narratives can provide a platform where the
‘unspeakable’ can be spoken by those whose voices might never be heard otherwise.

Supported by psychiatric-psychoanalytic findings on childhood trauma, I will analyse how
Murata uses literary narratives to explore the harmful effects of child abuse and neglect in Tadaima
Tobira and Chikyiiseijin. Through a close reading of the texts, I will discuss how Murata employs

grotesque and surrealistic elements to describe the characters’ ‘unspeakable’ experiences.

2. Child abuse as a social phenomenon and its literary representations

In 2018, the tragic death of five-year-old Yua Funato fit /7%, also known as the ‘Meguro Ward
Child Abuse Case’ ( H 2 A EFF54F), was widely reported in the Japanese media and raised social
awareness about the lack of adequate child protection structures in Japan. The first Child Abuse
Prevention Act (V2 #&JE 156/ 1E%) was enacted as early as 1933 (repealed with the Child Welfare Act
[VEE A& k1E] in 1947). However, the problem of child abuse did not gain notoriety in Japan until the
nineties, and the law did not define the term child abuse (/2% 1) until 2000. The new Child Abuse
Prevention Act (V& JEFF DB 1512 B3 2 154, enacted in 2000) distinguished between physical,
sexual, psychological/emotional abuse and neglect, making it easier to report child abuses cases’.
However, as recent tragic cases demonstrate, child abuse remains an unresolved problem in Japanese
society, and the number of victims continues to rise®.

Following recent high-profile cases, the Japanese Cabinet approved amendments to the Child

4 J. Roger Kurtz, ‘Introduction’ in Trauma and Literature, ed. by J. Roger Kurtz (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2018), pp. 1-17 (p.3).

5> According to Judith Herman, recovery from traumatic experiences unfolds in three stages: establishment
of safety, remembrance and mourning (reconstructing the traumatic memory), and reconnection with
ordinary life. Herman, p. 155.

¢ Joshua Pederson, ‘Trauma and Narrative’ in Trauma and Literature, ed. by J. Roger Kurtz (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2018), pp. 97-109 (pp.97-98).

7 Makiko Okuyama, ‘Child Abuse in Japan: Current Problems and Future Perspectives’, Japan Medical
Association Journal — JMAJ, 49.11-12 (2006), 370-374 (pp.370-371)

<https://www.med.or.jp/english/pdf/2006_11%2B/370_374.pdf> [accessed 5 June 2021].

8 <Japan Sees Record Number of Children Abused in 2020 Amid Pandemic’, Kyodo News, 13 March 2021.
<https://english.kyodonews.net/news/2021/03/57be964108a4-japan-sees-record-number-of-children-
abused-in-2020-amid-pandemic.html> [accessed 1 August 2021].
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Welfare Act and the Child Abuse Prevention Act in 2019, such as banning corporal punishment against
children by their parents and strengthening the ability of welfare workers to intervene when necessary.
Meanwhile, children’s right to express their opinions has also become a subject of legal debate’. It is
often difficult for children to voice their experiences and views, and victims who try to raise their
voices are most likely to face social rejection. This was the case in 1993 when manga artist Shungiku
Uchida PN %44 published her semi-autobiographical fiction, Fazafakka 7 7 ' —7 7 v 51—
[Father Fucker]. By breaking the taboo around the representation of incest and domestic violence,
Fazafakka gained wide attention and triggered conversations on the topic. While psychiatrist Satoru
Saitd ATHE~ praised Uchida’s novel for allowing a rare insight into the psychology of child abuse
from the victim’s perspective!?, she was attacked for publishing her story'!.

Along with the growing public interest in child maltreatment in the nineties, child abuse has
become a frequent topic in Japanese literature'?. For instance, in 1999, Arata Tenddo X # i K
published a mystery novel, Eien no Ko 7Kix ®{f [The Eternal Child], which centres on three
childhood abuse survivors who help each other to overcome their traumatic past while solving
mysterious cases. Exploring contemporary social problems, Eien no Ko became a bestseller in a short
time and was adapted into a TV series in the following year. It was nominated for the Naoki Prize and
awarded the Mystery Writers of Japan Award in 2000. We can agree with Tend6 that the prize was also
a recognition of those people ‘who are doing their utmost to stay alive despite their trauma’!3.

Another novel that gained recognition is Fuminori Nakamura’s H 47 SCHI| Tsuchi no Naka no

Kodomo LD ® ik (The Boy in the Earth) from 2005. The Akutagawa Prize-winning story

9 Asako Kuroda, Satoko Nakagawa and Eri Misono, ‘Listening to Children’s Concerns Key to Japan Legal

Revisions for Stopping Abuse’, The Mainichi, 4 June 2021.

<https://mainichi.jp/english/articles/20210603/p2a/00m/0Ona/022000c> [accessed 1 August 2021].

10 Satoru Saitd 77, ‘Kaisetsu Subete ha Shdsetsu Fazafakka kara Hajimatta fi#ai 3= "Cid/hil
[77¥—77vH—1 »»54E -7 [Commentary It All Started with the Novel Fazafakka)’, in

Fazafakka 7 7 %—7 7 » 57— by Shungiku Uchida PN #% (Tokyd: Bunshunbunko, 2018), pp.

215-221.

"' For a detailed analysis of Fazafakka see Adrienne Carey Hurley, Revolutionary Suicide and Other

Desperate Measures: Narratives of Youth and Violence from Japan and the United States (Durham &

London: Duke University Press, 2011).

12 Atsushi Hirata *V-HJE, Gyakutai to Oyako no Bungakushi JEFF & Bl DL [A Literary History

of Abuse and Parent-Child Relationships] (Tokyd: Ronsdsha, 2011), p.257.

Hirata provides a detailed list of the related literary works published before 2011 in Gyakutai to Oyako no

Bungakushi. As he is a lawyer, his focus is on exploring the historical and social changes through the texts,

not on the literary analysis itself. Nevertheless, his book provides an excellent basis for literary studies as

well.

13 Tendd’s award acceptance remarks. Nihon Suirisakka Kyokai H AHEER/EZ #23, <2000nen Dai 53kai

Nihon Suirisakka Kyokaishd Chohen oyobi Rensakutanpenshii Bumon, 2000 4=%5 53 [A] H AHEERVEZ 1

2 Bk OVEVEEREEP [The 53rd Mystery Writers Association of Japan Award for Novels and

Short Story Cycles, 2000]” (2022), <www.mystery.or.jp/prize/detail/10532>

[accessed 10 January 2022]. (My translation.)
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describes the struggle of a young, severely depressed taxi driver trying to overcome his abusive
childhood. He was raised in an orphanage after his parents abandoned him, and his foster parents
attempted to bury him alive. As an adult, he daydreams of suicide and repeatedly pictures himself
returning to the earth. His traumatic memories come back to haunt him when his birth father suddenly
reappears in his life. The fact that Tsuchi no Naka no Kodomo received the prestigious Akutagawa
Prize illustrates the growing interest in literary representations of childhood trauma. However, the
mixed reviews to Nakamura’s story show the difficulties of such attempts even though it was
announced as the winner. Among the members of the selection committee, the most critical was Ryt
Murakami #§_E§&E, who stated that Nakamura’s first-person narration simply imitates the seriousness,
without any real pain or fear'*.

Over the past decade, the topic of child abuse has become even more abundant in Japanese
literature; with works ranging from personal confessions, such as Miri Y@i’s #13 H. nonfiction Famiri
Shikuretto 7 7 XV — +« >>—27 L v | ([Family Secret], 2010), to suspense and other forms of
entertaining fiction. Some of the better-known titles include Saka no Tochii no le Y D&+ D
([The House on the Slope], 2011-13) by Mitsuyo Kakuta 4 HY:{X,, and Kimi wa i Ko & XV
¥ ([You’re a Good Kid], 2012) by Hatsue Nakawaki H'fli#J5% — both of which have been adapted
into the screen. In addition, novels based on actual cases have been published as well, such as Amy
Yamada’s [LHGFk3E Tsumibito >N & ([Sinners], 2019), which explores the 2010 Osaka child
abandonment case'® from a complex, multigenerational perspective. Listing all the related novels
would exceed the scope of this essay; however, the above summary gives us an insight into the
significance of child abuse fiction in contemporary Japanese literature.

In Murata’s case, the emergence of neglectful and abusive mothers in her fiction can be associated
with her continuous attempts to challenge the existing stereotypes of traditional gender roles and
motherhood. The complexity of the mother-daughter relationship is a recurring theme in her novels,
as along with the characters’ antipathy towards society and the modern family system. However, in
Tadaima Tobira and Chikyiiseijin, the protagonists’ unique and often disturbing views on society are
inseparable from the abuse they suffer at home. In these novels, Murata portrays various forms of child

maltreatment and invites readers to approach the problem from the victim’s perspective.

14 Ryli Murakami #_EFE and others ‘Senpyd & [Review]’, Bungeishunjii, 83.12 (2005), 382-386 (p.
384).

Ryt Murakami also addressed the issue of child abuse in his fiction. For instance, his 1980 novel, Koinrokka
Beibizu 24 1 > J1— « XA & — X (Coin Locker Babies) follows the life of two coin-operated-locker
babies and can be read as a social commentary on the increasing child neglect around that time.

15 A 23-year-old single mother abandoned her children, a three-year-old girl and a one-year-old boy, in an
apartment in Osaka, letting the children die.

‘Mom Held After Children Found ‘Starved to Death’ in Osaka Flat,” The Japan Times, 31 July 2010.
<https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2010/07/31/national/mom-held-after-children-found-starved-to-
death-in-osaka-flat/> [accessed 10 January 2022].
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3. ‘Children that nobody is looking for’ — Emotional neglect in Tadaima Tobira

Tadaima Tobira was first published in the August 2011 issue of the literary magazine Shincho #H1#,
and was shortlisted for the 25th Mishima Yukio Prize. It is narrated retrospectively by a teenage girl
named Ena Arihara 7£J5{Z5. The novel opens with a prologue where we learn that Ena has been
desperately looking for the door that will finally take her home, and now she has finally found it. The
following chapters describe Ena’s struggles to find that door throughout her adolescent years, as well
as her changing notions of family.

Weiquing Lu, who discussed the novel from the perspective of ethical literary criticism, assessed
the story as Murata’s attempt to create a new family ethic unconcerned with maternal love'¢. As Lu
pointed out, the Arihara family is dysfunctional — both parents fail to fulfil their responsibilities. The
mother does not love her children, and the father is mostly absent. While Ena’s little brother, Keita %
K, suffers from the situation, Ena does not expect her mother to love them. Instead, as a fellow woman,
she sympathises with her. Focusing on the fact that Ena learns how to replace maternal love on her
own, Lu argued that the novel is an attempt to liberate women from the failed system of the family'”.
Lu’s argument is thought-provoking, but we should not overlook the circumstances that led to Ena’s
behaviour and her rejection of maternal love, namely, her abusive childhood.

In the novel’s opening chapter, Ena is a fourth grader in elementary school and lives in a small,
light blue house with a white door in the suburbs. Ena’s friend, Chie T#, envies her for living in
such a cute house, but the building reminds Ena of an aquarium where the four of them were
‘swimming freely’ (F H1 123KV TU 72)!8, As noted above, Ena’s mother is incapable of loving her
children. Disturbingly, instead of hiding her true feelings, she talks openly about her antipathy towards
motherhood in front of her offspring. For instance, at the beginning of the novel, a neighbour comes
to complain about Keita, who hits her son. Ena’s mother apologises but starts complaining about
people who love their children too much as soon as their neighbour leaves. Ena reassures her mother
that she does not expect her to love them just because she gave birth to them, but Keita is hurt by his
mother’s words.

According to the Child Abuse Response Manual (- & & JERFxt G D F-5] X)) issued by the
Ministry of Health Labour and Welfare of Japan, neglect includes the ‘failing to meet the child’s
emotional needs (e.g. love deprivation)’ besides other negligent behaviours that endanger the child’s

well-being. Emotional neglect shows similarities with emotional abuse that includes ‘repeatedly

16 Weiquing Lu = f#i%, ‘Murata Sayaka Tadaima Tobira ni Taisuru Bungakurinrigakuteki Hihyd I H >
WA [ 24~ b7 ] o4 2 30 w78 EE [Understanding Tadaima Tobira from the
Perspective of Ethical Literary Criticism|’, Hikaku Nihon Bunkagaku Kenkyii, 9 (2016), 87-100 (p. 96)
<http://doi.org/10.15027/50075>.

17 Lu, p. 96.

18 Sayaka Murata A YDA, Tadaima Tobira % % A ~ k ©7 [The Welcoming Door] (Tokyd:
Shinchosha, 2012). All translations from Tadaima Tobira are mine. Hereafter the same.
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saying things that hurt the child’s feelings’!?. Ena’s mother is apparently unaware of her abusive
behaviour and its consequences. When Ena warns her not to say hurtful things in front of Keita, she
bluntly asks if she has said something inappropriate again. The mother’s attitude in Tadaima Tobira is
exaggerated to the point of being comical. Nevertheless, the consequences of her unintended behaviour
are serious.

For instance, Keita is desperate to get adults’ attention: he constantly misbehaves, pretends to be
sick, and frequently runs away. However, his attempts remain fruitless, as his mother does not show
any particular interest in him. Unlike Keita, who describes their home as ‘hell’ (Hfif), Ena accepts
that they are raised without love and is annoyed by her brother’s behaviour. On an occasion when she
is sent to find her missing brother, she simply notes that they are ‘children that nobody is looking for’
(FLEE TR &7 W 11572 D 72) and despises her brother for not understanding it.

Over the years, Ena has developed her own idea about the ideal family in which kinship has no
significance. She is ten years old when she overhears her parents arguing with each other. Ena’s father
blames his wife for not showing enough affection towards the children and letting the family fall apart.
The mother argues that she does not understand why she should love someone just because she gave
birth to them. Ena agrees with her mother, calling the things her father said ‘creepy’ (9 T BRI ).
As a counterpoint to her father’s idealised expectations of family life, Ena describes her version of the

ideal family as follows:

There were countless doors from the dark narrow place to the world, and I just happened to
open the one between my mother’s legs — a door made of flesh and blood that I kicked in to
come into this world.

My ‘real family’ is not determined by blood but by someone choosing me for who I am. If
I marry someone for ‘real love’ then I can have a family with someone who has found me ‘for
who I am’ not ‘because I am their child’.

O, FeWVEER D 22 B RTINS 7o RT DN EEIZH - T, R E T2 E, B
ROBUZHONTWD RT ZBIT 2721072, 2O T 272 Iciik -7, & WT
TE T2,

IREDOFRE] &iF, A THBETIER RERL LW BHTE®INDS &) 2
L2, TAYDAR] & LTI TIIE “BAbOFHIE05" TER “RAEns”
EWOHHTHRZR UL TSN AL RITKEZEDL ZENTE D, (p.28)

Ena is obsessed with the idea of a ‘real family’ (/24 DS }i&%) and ‘real love’ (A~ O ZX) and believes

that her current family is just temporary. For Ena, a ‘real family’ is based on personal choices and has

19 Koseirodosho JEA= 551814, Kodomo Gyakutai Taio no Tebiki ¥ £ & B D F5] & [Child Abuse
Response Manual] (2022), <https://www.mhlw.go.jp/bunya/kodomo/dv12/01.html> [accessed 10 January
2022]. (My translation.)
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nothing to do with kinship. Ena’s approval of her mother’s behaviour and her ideas about a ‘real family’
indeed can be understood as ‘the rejection of the myth of motherhood’?’. However, given that Ena
grew up in an emotionally abusive environment and her parents’ behaviour has formed her ideas, we

can see her attitude as a form of adaptation. As Herman wrote about child abuse,

Repeated trauma in adult life erodes the structure of the personality already formed, but repeated
trauma in childhood forms and deforms the personality. The child trapped in an abusive
environment is faced with formidable tasks of adaptation. She must find a way to preserve a sense
of trust in people who are untrustworthy, safety in a situation that is unsafe, control in a situation

that is terrifyingly unpredictable, power in a situation of helplessness.?!

Ena does not consider her experience traumatic. Nevertheless, her repeated comparison of her
mother’s behaviour to that of a little girl, and nurturing the idea of the ‘real family’ in contrast to her
actual one suggests that she is trying to control the situation in which she would be utterly helpless
otherwise. Moreover, as Dorota Iwaniec points out, ‘In order to protect itself from more emotional
hurt’, the emotionally rejected child ‘tends to insulate its emotions, and ultimately stops trying to get
affection from the people from whom it craves emotional warmth’?2. At the beginning of the novel,
Ena is only ten years old but has already stopped trying to get affection from her mother. Instead, she
developed her own method to replace the love she could not receive from her family.

Ena was nine years old when she first heard the word masturbation from the boys in her class.
Not knowing what the word meant, Ena asked her teacher, who explained the term as ‘to take care of
your urges on your own’ (H 47 D AkK % H 43 TALIET %). Ena was excited by the idea and
experimented with various urges, such as hunger or sleepiness. At the same time, she discovered that
she also felt a desire for family, or kazokuyoku ZZJE#K, as she put it. Believing that her urge to be
loved is not different from any biological urge, Ena attempted to take care of it alone. To replace the
love from her parents, Ena started what she calls kazokuyonani 77> 3 J~=—. Murata invented
the word kazokuyonani by combining kazoku 1%, the Japanese expression for the family, and onani
A7)~ =—, afrequently used term for masturbation. Ena’s partner in kazokuyonani is her curtain, Ninao
=77 . Tt must be noted that sexual relations with objects and non-humans have been recurring motifs

in Murata’s fiction”*. What makes Tadaima Tobira interesting in this regard is that, in Ena’s case,

20 Lu, p. 96. (My translation.)

2l Herman, p. 96.

22 Dorota Iwaniec, The Emotionally Abused and Neglected Child: Identification, Assessment and
Intervention: A Practice Handbook, 2nd edn (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2006), p. 37.

B Yiko lida fix H#fi1-, ‘Murata Sayaka to Jenda-kwia: Konbini Ningen, Chikyiiseijin, Sonota no Sosaku
NEWEIFE v H— 27 47 ¢ [arv= AM] THERE AL ZOfoAIFE [Murata Sayaka
and Genderqueer: Convenience Store Woman, Earthlings, and Other Works]’, JunCture: Choikiteki Nihon
Bunka Kenkyii, 10 (2019) 48-63 (p. 54) <https://doi.org/10.18999/juncture.10.48>.
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sexual desire and craving for maternal love are inseparable. Touching and hugging Ninao gives Ena
the comfort and love her parents fail to provide her.

Simultaneously, Ena is desperate to find the door to her ‘real family’. In junior high school, she
starts spending time at Nagisa’s % place. Nagisa is an elder girl from the neighbourhood who keeps
an ant, Arisu 7" Y A, in a glass jar and replaces it with a new one whenever it dies. Accompanied by
her friend Mizuki %fi#f7, Ena frequently visits Nagisa’s home. It serves as an occasional shelter but
cannot substitute the ‘real family’ — Ena is eager to grow and find the right person to start her own
family.

She starts dating Kohei {5, a university student in high school, and feels that she has finally
found the right door. They get along well, even agreeing to get married after Ena graduates. However,
when Ena decides to spend the summer break at Kohei’s, her vision of the ideal family starts changing.
She spends a night at Nagisa’s house and learns that Mizuki does not want a family until she becomes
independent from her parents and can support herself. For the first time, Ena feels that her dream of
having a ‘real family’ is rather immature — she cannot get Keita’s words out of her head, who called
her dreams childish and predicted her failure. However, the real change happens the following day
when Kohei fondles her. Hugged by her boyfriend, Ena suddenly realises that she has become Kohei’s
partner for his kazokuyonani, which frightens her. Struck by the idea that she will become a failure
just like her mother (and as her brother predicted), Ena kicks Kohei in the stomach and runs to Nagisa’s
house. Having completely lost her trust in the current family system, Ena concludes that it is not she
and her mother who need to change, but the system itself. Watching the ageless ant in the jar, Ena
realises that it is not Arisu, but them who have been living in a wonderland?*. Here, she finally finds

the right door:

At that moment, I certainly opened some kind of door. Before I knew it, I muttered those
two words to myself:
‘Welcome home, Ena.’
A familiar voice that did not belong to Nagisa or Kohei echoed behind the door. I smiled
and stepped through the door as if that voice had been guiding me.
DI, FMIFEDNT ATDD N BT ZBAV TV, FAIXH T TH RS20 ) BiT,
HONLFOEELZKRN TN LS EoT,
B5z2Y. BR]
BSATHBIEETHRWD EALWER R7 ORTEL, FALZOFITHO NS L
N, MERBNRG, EO METOHRSEEELM LTz, (p. 161)

This door only exists in Ena’s imagination, which allows us to understand her state as the result of the

24 Arisu is the Japanese equivalent of Alice.
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repeated emotional neglect and abuse she suffered. To quote Herman again, ‘The pathological
environment of childhood abuse [...] fosters the development of abnormal states of consciousness in
which the ordinary relations of body and mind, reality and imagination, knowledge and memory, no
longer hold’?.

Triggered by Kohei’s intimacy, Ena falls into a state of consciousness in which she can no longer
distinguish between reality and imagination. She now considers herself a mere ‘life form” (ZE A {4)
and decides to return to the world, in which concepts such as ‘family’ and ‘human’ (= >/ >*) do not
exist. She starts referring to the people around her as male and female species of ‘homo sapiens sapiens’
(RE - B X - $ '3 X) and tries to convince her mother to come with her. Ena’s mother
gets scared by her daughter’s strange behaviour and asks Ena’s father to come home from his lover’s
place. The parents finally reconcile and agree on starting over as a loving family. Keita welcomes the
change, but it is already too late for Ena, who has already dissociated from reality. In an apocalyptic
scene, a voice rises from behind the entrance door and an unknown force takes Ena’s family one by
one. The novel ends with Ena smiling at her mother and saying her last human words: ‘welcome home’
(B2 Y 72 S720)) as the force violently takes her mother away.

Given that traumatic experiences can alter the individual’s state of consciousness, we can
interpret Ena’s escape to an imagined world as a psychological manifestation of chronic childhood
trauma that she has suppressed for years. At the same time, the surrealistic ending of the story can be

understood as the projection of Ena’s imagination, which takes over and re-creates reality.

4. ‘Survive, whatever it takes’ — Emotional and sexual abuse in Chikyiiseijin
‘Survive, whatever it takes’ (72123 & > THWE DD Z &) could be the motto of Chikyiseijin
(first published in the May 2018 issue of Shincho), in which Murata takes the theme of child abuse
further by introducing physical and sexual abuse into the story. The first two chapters describe Natsuki
Sasamoto’s {#7KZ% H (the narrator) abusive childhood and her antipathy towards society. The next
four chapters introduce Natsuki’s struggles to fit into society in her mid-thirties and her final escape.
The novel opens with the Sasamoto family arriving at Akishina k% in Nagano for the Obon
holiday. Natsuki is eleven years old and believes that she is a magician, and her plush hedgehog, Piyyut
(in the original Japanese Pyiito £ = — ) has been sent from a planet called Popinpobopia (in the
original Japanese Pohapipinpobopiasei 75/~ £ £ 2 AR 78 B 7 /L) to protect the Earth. It soon becomes
clear that Natsuki’s fantasy world is more than just a game. Natsuki, similar to Ena, suffers from
continuous abuse at home, mostly from her mother. Unlike Ena’s mother, who treats her children

equally, Natsuki’s mother favours her elder daughter, Kise £1t, and constantly bullies Natsuki. She

25 Herman, p.96.

26 The English translation is from Sayaka Murata, Earthlings, trans. by Ginny Tapley Takemori (New York:
Grove Press, 2020). The original Japanese is from Sayaka Murata ¥ V> HSZ, Chikyiiseijin HIEREZE A
[Earthlings] (Tokyo: Shinchdsha, 2018). Hereafter the same.
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frequently calls Natsuki ‘hopeless’ (4% = 2>7), ‘disgusting’ (%£F H 3V Y), and ‘stupid’® (BAH
JEUM) in front of others and abuses her physically as well.

According to Iwaniec, ‘emotional abuse is a persistent, chronic pattern of parental behaviour,
often towards a particularly vulnerable child, which over the years becomes internalised and gives rise
to the feeling that the child alone is to blame’?’. Natsuki identifies with her mother’s degrading
language and considers herself a ‘loser’ (138721 ) and the emotional ‘dumpster’ (= X 58) of the
family. She escapes into her fantasy world, which protects her from continuous abuse. Feeling
alienated from her family, Natsuki finds a soul mate in her cousin, Yuu FH%. They are of the same
age, and, just like Natsuki, Yuu has a complicated relationship with his mother. According to Natsuki,
after divorcing her husband, Yuu’s mother became dependent on her son as though he were her
husband. Yuu, just like Natsuki, feels alienated from his family — his mother repeatedly tells him that
he was an abandoned alien, and she took him in. Therefore, Yuu spends the Obon holidays in Akishina
looking for his spaceship that will take him home. Natsuki refers to Yuu as her boyfriend and asks him
to marry her, so she will no longer be a burden for her family. They exchange wire rings and write a
marriage pledge in which they promise each other to ‘survive, whatever it takes’. Her fantasies and
promise to Yuu give Natsuki comfort. However, even her fantasy world cannot protect her when her
cram school teacher, Mr. Igasaki (V&5 55 4E), abuses her sexually.

Back in Chiba, Natsuki attends a cram school during the summer holiday. The young and
handsome Mr. Igasaki frequently touches Natsuki and asks her to change her sanitary napkin in front
of him once, and the abuse escalates when Natsuki enters sixth grade. During the summer festival, Mr.
Igasaki tricks Natsuki into visiting his home, where he forces the child to perform oral sex on him.
Murata describes the abuse in disturbing detail as a traumatic experience for Natsuki, who cannot

comprehend the situation.?

With my eyes firmly closed, I didn’t know exactly what he was doing to me. I opened my
eyes a little and saw he had raised his buttocks slightly from the sofa and moved his groin up
against me and was making a strange motion I had never seen before. I felt even more scared and
closed my eyes tight again. (...)

Suddenly my vision crumpled. Before I knew it, I had left my body and was looking down
from the ceiling at Mr. Igasaki holding my head.

Wow, I must have summoned a super strong magical power. I had no idea how, since I hadn’t

used my wand or mirror. But despite this spectacular magic, I felt no emotion whatsoever and

27 Twaniec, p. 7.

28 According to Murata, she has always wanted to write about the sexual exploitation of young girls, and
despite her struggle, she did her best to portray the scene as accurately as possible.

Sayaka Murata £ 7> 8% and Kanako Nishi P&/1Z%7-, ‘Ningen no Sotogawa he A ] D #M ]~
[Outside of Humanity]’, Shincho, 115.10 (2018), 165-176 (pp.168-169).
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simply watched my own body in silence from the ceiling. (pp. 61-62)
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5 DR Z RS TN, (pp. 63-64)

What Natsuki describes here is the dissociation of the body and mind, a common experience among
traumatised people.?> Her detached state of consciousness helps Natsuki survive the trauma, but the
event violates her bodily integrity. The oral rape ‘destroys’ Natsuki’s mouth: she completely loses her
sense of taste. Later, when Mr. Igasaki calls her on the phone and offers her another ‘special class’ (‘Ff
BI724%3), her right ear breaks as well. Fearing that her body will be taken away from her, Natsuki
begs Yuu to get physically married to her.

A couple of days after the incident, Natsuki’s grandfather dies and the family gathers in Akishina
again. During the night, the children sneak out of the house to have sex near their grandfather’s grave.
They succeed and, while Yuu is asleep, Natsuki tries to commit suicide. She takes the pills she stole
from her mother, but the tablets turn out to be candy. They get caught, and the experience leaves
Natsuki even more deeply wounded.

When the adults confront them, Natsuki tries to explain the situation:

“Why shouldn’t children have sex? There are plenty of grown-ups who want to have sex
with children. So why is it wrong if they’re both children?” (p. 88)
[kt y 7 2L BT RV ? Fikl vy 7 ZALTERDRA-ST, 72 SA
L0, THEFIEEEBRE 2D 2 ) (p. 93)

Natsuki’s explanation is a cry for help, but nobody listens to her, and she is strictly punished.
According to Herman, ‘Traumatic events have primary effects not only on the psychological

structures of the self but also on the systems of attachment and meaning that link individual and

29 According to Herman, during traumatic events, ‘the experience may lose its quality of ordinary reality’
and the victim ‘may feel as though the event is not happening to her, as though she is observing from outside
her body, or as though the whole experience is a bad dream from which she will shortly awaken. These
perceptual changes combine with a feeling of indifference, emotional detachment, and profound passivity
in which the person relinquishes all initiative and struggle.” Herman, p. 43.
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community’’. Like in Tadaima Tobira, Murata portrays this disconnection from the community by
employing the motif of non-human beings in Chikyiseijin. As a result of continuous abuse, Natsuki
loses faith in adults and human society. She refers to the town she lives as a “factory for the production
of human babies’ (A ] % {E 5 1.#5) that resembles the silkworm room in her grandparents’ house. In
the third chapter, Natsuki is already in her thirties but her views on society have not changed. After
the incident with Yuu, she was kept under strict control. In order to escape from her family and become
an ‘effective Factory component’ ( [ L5 ®—{IZ72 %), Natsuki gets married at thirty-one.
However, due to her traumatic past, she cannot have sex and make children, as expected in the
‘Factory’®!. She met her husband through a website designed for social misfits, and the two now share
an apartment as roommates.

Natsuki’s husband, Tomoya (in the original Japanese Tomoomi % ), has difficulties staying in
ajob for long, and just like Natsuki, he has problems with sexuality. According to Natsuki, her husband
was forced to bathe with his mother until the age of fifteen, and the experience made him unable to
handle a real female body. Coming from similar backgrounds, Natsuki and Tomoya settled down
together. Tomoya shares Natsuki’s antipathy towards the ‘Factory’ and soon believes he has acquired
‘alien eyes’ ( [“FH A® HJ ). Natsuki keeps talking about Akishina to her husband, and the two of
them decide to visit the place together. Back to Akishina, Natsuki reunites with Yuu after twenty-three
years, and her long-forgotten memories return. Nevertheless, recalling traumatic memories does not
help Natsuki recover, but instead reinforces her belief that she is an alien.

It turns out that young Natsuki murdered Mr. Igasaki in a dissociated state and buried the memory
in her unconscious mind. As a child, she believed that she had killed the Wicked Witch (Vg £0)
that possessed Mr. Igasaki at the command of Piyyut and could not realise the connection between her
actions and her teacher’s death. Following the incident, Natsuki is convinced that she is also a warrior
sent from Planet Popinpobopia and lives lonely among the Earthlings. In contrast, Yuu has assimilated
into society. However, he is currently unemployed and quickly falls under Natsuki and Tomoya’s
influence. To liberate himself from the Factory’s ‘brainwashing’, Tomoya decides to commit incest
with his bedridden grandfather. Initially, Yuu tries to stop him, but Natsuki urges him to turn a blind

eye.

“Hold on a moment,” Yuu said, flustered. “How can I put this...? Anyway, sex without
consent is a crime.”

“It’s all right. Tomoya’s grandfather is in a vegetative state in the hospital.”

30 Herman, p. 51.

31" Amiko Enami made a similar remark in her essay. However, she does not address the abuse Natsuki
suffers at home and reads the story regarding the conflict between the individual and the system.

Amiko Enami T/ #3% 1-, “Tsugi no Jidai no Yume wo Miru: Murata Sayaka Ron -2 & DG D28 %
W2 FHEYHEZEGR [Dreaming of the Next Era: Essay on Sayaka Murata]’, Shinché, 115.10 (2018),
177-185 (pp.184-185).
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“That’s even worse!”

“Why?” I looked Yuu in the eye. “That sort of thing happens everywhere, you know. We just
don’t see it. Even now, someone somewhere in the world is being used as a tool. It’ll happen
again today too. That’s all it is.”

“Natsuki, what you are talking about is a crime. It’s abnormal.”

“So what? Adults are expected to turn a blind eye to anything abnormal, aren’t they? That’s
the way it is. Why so virtuous now? You’re just a regular adult, after all. All you have to do is
ignore it, just like any other regular adult.” (pp. 167—168)
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It becomes clear from the above conversation that Natsuki is still under the influence of the sexual
abuse she suffered from Mr. Igasaki and that no one helped her. Tomoya eventually changes his mind,
and instead of raping his grandfather, he decides to convince his brother to commit incest with him.
Tomoya fails in his attempt and is severely beaten by his father. Back in Chiba, a strict ‘interrogation’
(=) awaits Natsuki and Tomoya, who decide to leave behind the ‘Factory’ for good. They escape
to Akishina again, where the story takes a surrealistic and grotesque turn.

To eliminate the boundaries of human life and society, Natsuki, Tomoya, and Yuu ritually divorce
each other and start training to behave like Popinpobopians. First, they abandon the concept of day
and night, and then, following the needs of their bodies, go naked. The most bizarre of their methods
is probably cannibalism. As it turns out, Natsuki’s sister, Kise, saw Mr. Igasaki abusing Natsuki and
figured out that Natsuki murdered him. Worrying that Natsuki’s current behaviour would affect her
marriage, Kise reveals Natsuki’s secret to Mr. Igasaki’s parents, who attack Natsuki, Tomoya, and Yuu
in Akishina. The trio murder the Igasakis and decide to consume them to complete their alienation
from society and the Earthlings. Finally, they decide on eating each other’s flesh once they have run
out of food.

Ironically, breaking the taboos of homicide and cannibalism helps Natsuki reconnect with her

body: she becomes able to taste and hear properly again and even feels a kind of sexual excitement
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around Yuu and Tomoya. Nevertheless, her physical recovery comes at a heavy price: she loses her
humanity completely, dragging Yuu and Tomoya along with her. The novel ends with the three of them

stepping out to the light, ready to take over Planet Earth.

5. Conclusion

The texts discussed in this paper are not survivor testimonies or even based on actual events.
Nevertheless, they provide valuable insight into the dynamics of child abuse and the social taboos
surrounding it. In Tadaima Tobira and Chikyiiseijin alike, the narrators’ rejection of society and their
aversion to the modern family system are inseparable from the abuse they suffered in childhood.
Accordingly, we can understand their escape into a fantasy world as a consequence of their traumatic
past. In both novels, Murata inserts surrealistic and horrifying elements into a realistic setting to
describe the destructive effects of the ‘unspeakable’ traumatic experience, challenging the readers to
approach child abuse from the perspective of the otherwise voiceless victims.

‘It’s really hard to put into words things that are just a little bit not okay’ (3-Z L7Z{F &> L1
ZEiE. BEIZT DHDONEE L), says young Natsuki in Chikyiiseijin when Mr. Igasaki starts
harassing her. She senses that something is wrong with the teacher, but struggles to find the right words
to describe her experience. When she finally builds up the courage to talk about the weird things Mr.
Igasaki did to her at cram school, she faces a firm denial. Her mother refuses to believe that a grown-
up man could be interested in a child’s underdeveloped body and beats her daughter for having a “filthy’
(WX 5 LV ) mind. Thus, Natsuki is left to deal with the abuse alone. Her later attempts to reveal her
story to her friends remain fruitless as well. Similarly, in Tadaima Tobira, Ena realises early in her
childhood that her relationship with her mother is considered taboo in society, so she becomes very
cautious about choosing the right words when talking about her family to others. The ending of
Tadaima Tobira is also interesting in this regard. When Ena’s fantasy takes over reality, she loses her
ability to speak in human language, reminding us of the ‘unspeakable’ nature of the traumatic
experience.

As Murata revealed in an interview, she was greatly affected by reading Jules Renard’s Poil de
carotte (Carrot Top, 1894) in elementary school. Feeling ‘excessively restricted by being a girl’,

Renard’s novel comforted her.

I hated simplistic children’s stories where, because mothers love their children, there was always
a happy ending. So, I felt so comforted that Carrot Top was hopeless all the way through. Here
was a writer with more dark places than me, and he wrote them all out without a word of a lie. It

was the first time I felt close to an author.?

32 Kimie Itakura, ‘Aliens and Alienation: The Taboo-Challenging Worlds of “Earthlings” Author Murata
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Similar to Renard’s Carrot Top (1894), in which the narrator, a red-headed boy, suffers various abuse
from his mother without any hope of change, Tadaima Tobira and Chikyiiseijin are ‘hopeless all the
way through’. Instead of offering a comforting solution, Murata does not save her protagonists, at least
not in the ordinary sense. They indeed survive their abusive childhood but never overcome their past.
Instead, they grow to despise humanity, providing a scathing criticism of contemporary society in
which ‘adults are expected to turn a blind eye to anything abnormal’.

The representation of child abuse is a complex and significant phenomenon in contemporary
Japanese literature which requires more attention. I aim to explore the topic in more detail and extend

the research to other authors in the future.
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