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The arc of Kota Inoue’s tragically abbreviated life and academic career takes
the form of a singularly strong and abiding interest in social justice. What dis-
tinguishes his engagement with the structures and acts of injustice in the world
whether he discerned them in cultural practices or in worldly events was his uncom-
promising and carefully articulated interventions in the most activist sense of the
word. Whether in his study of imperialist consciousness in children’s literature, a
presentation on the Meiji State’s colonization of metropolitan space surrounding
Tokyo, or in planning a public conference objecting to the bombing of civilian
targets in war-torn Kosovo, to use his own words, Kota always approached them
by asking “how power operates in everyday life and how strategies of resistance
are formed.”

Many of his published works converge on what can be rightly characterized
as important, often overlooked crenellations of Japanese imperialism and colonialism
as he explored the consequences of Japanese ‘settler-colonialism’ (hitherto associated
exclusively with Western settlements such as the U.S., Australia), helped identify
Japanese suburban space as programs of internal colonization, and radically
revised the way novelist Tanizaki Junichiré’s most popular work Chijin no ai
(translated as “Naomi”) might be received—from its familiar characterization as
a Pygmalion tale to a narrative inscribed by colonial politics. In addition to his
decidedly revisionist readings and studies of modern Japanese literature, Kota
launched a critical examination of the unevenness produced by capitalism
through analyses of such films as Ozu Yasujird’s 7 Was Born But, lwai Shunjis
Swallowtale Butterfly, and most recently the several iterations of Godzilla. As he
engaged different media, from literature, essays, film, even to events, he learned
from and extended the legacy of the late Maeda Ai and other critical theorists
who made space for both the subject and method for understanding the effects of
capital, power, and the production of social and economic unevenness. His manu-
script—which he left substantially written but unfinished as “Anthropo-morphism



and Landscapes”—extends the theoretical range of critical-space studies as he
revises the landscape of Japanese colonial culture. These concerns find their way
into many of his recent explorations of contemporary, reactor-ravished Fuku-
shima (the Northeast sector from whence Miyazawa hailed), nuclear power, and
the dimensions of horror that Kota had just begun to fold into his studies of
contemporary colonialism and ecological crisis before he left us so abruptly.

For Kota the study of colonialism was foremost an attempt to think through
disparities riddling the present moment; that he would bring ecological concerns
which so consumed his everyday life into forceful congress with problems of co-
lonialism and its legacy should come as no surprise. Miyazawa Kenji’s renewed
acclaim in recent years rests on his reception as a thoughtful agrarian corrective
to Japan’s ascendance into a soulless industrial modernity. In the present essay,
Miyazawa’s short stories featuring talking animals, poles, rocks, and plants—in
short, works that are read as children’s stories by the public but to which scholars
have increasingly turned—has allowed Kota to discover new registers of textual mean-
ing through his strategy of de-coupling speech and agency. Taking the vexing and
confounding feature of Miyazawa’s stories—the anthropomorphism that has been
routinely used to justify the relegation of Miyazawa’s oeuvre to fantasy and fable—
Kota manages to use it in turn to demystify, de-naturalize, ridicule, and critique systems
of language and colonization that effectively serve the ends of maintaining and ex-
panding the reach of hierarchically ordered space across the globe. Fittingly, he left
us with a powerful provocation and a model of creative resistance.
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Abstract

Poet and author Kenji Miyazawa (1896-1933) is widely known for his
richly imaginative fictionalization of his native Iwate in northeastern Japan, in
which Gary Snyder found much inspiration for his nature writings. Reflect-
ing his strong interest in wide-ranging fields of natural science such as zoology,
botany, geology, and meteorology, Miyazawa’s works prominently feature var-
ious non-human actors—snow storms, winds, volcanic rocks, forests, birch
trees, frogs, deer, birds, wildcats, bears, and even elephants—in largely rural
settings. Some other works have no human characters at all. Miyazawa’s deter-
mined employment of a variety of non-human actors generates agential land-
scapes that actively interact with characters.

Considering the non-human protagonists in his stories as expressions of
landscape in a broad sense, this paper takes a close look at Miyazawa’s frequent
use of anthropomorphism and asks how it enables—and limits—his creation
of agential landscapes. In order to examine Miyazawa’s anthropomorphized
landscape outside the tradition of nature writing studies, the paper will focus
on geopolitical contextualization. For instance, recent studies indicate that
Miyazawa was keenly aware of his marginalized existence away from the lit-
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erary circles in 1920s Tokyo. What did it mean to create agential landscapes
which were still confined in marginalized space? And how does such margin-
ality of his agential landscapes relate to the peripheral nature of Iwate within
the Japanese empire of the 1920s? The dynamics between agency and margin-
ality will also be examined for its implications on the ecocentric impulse in
Miyazawa’s writings.

Keywords: Anthropomorphism, Ecocentrism, marginality, agential land-
scapes, Miyazawa Kenji
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Widely popular in Japan today, Miyazawa Kenji was only a minor literary
figure during his short life . As a poet and author of short stories, he was only active
from the early 1920s to 1933, when he died of pneumonia at the age of 37. Pro-
fessionally, he was primarily an agronomist and a teacher at an agricultural school
in a rural region in Iwate Prefecture in northeastern Japan. Posthumously, particu-
larly in the postwar years, Miyazawa would become one of Japan’s most beloved
writers, a native son known for his fantastic stories set in the natural landscape of
his native region. His stories and poems are regularly taught in schools in ways
that romanticize him as an artist who died prematurely and who possessed an
idealism uncontaminated by practicalities and compromises forced upon grown-
ups. What may be called a Miyazawa Kenji industry—ranging from publications
to tourism and character goods—has been built around this idealized image.
While routinely labeled as “children’s literature,” most of his works have something
unsettling and ambiguous about them, defying easy categorization. The peculiar
excesses of his stories have been critically examined in recent years, and the often
complicated reflections within his stories on the relationships among various life
forms have been attracting the attention of ecocritical scholars.

Miyazawa’s landscapes are often sites where agrarian activities take place—
various forms of farming, for instance, from raising cattle to growing grains and
vegetables. But they are also places where non-human, anthropomorphized in-
habitants—from trees and grasses to birds and bears—appear as protagonists, or
interact with each other and with humans. While it makes sense to examine Miyazawa’s
landscapes as sites of ecological relationships, in this essay, I would also like to con-
sider the geopolitics of the stories. Miyazawa’s stories were all written at the time
when Japan was already a large empire and had begun expanding its colonial ter-
ritories aggressively into China. As I examine Miyazawa’s landscapes, I would like
to contemplate how our ecocritical concerns may intersect with perspectives from
colonial studies.

One distinctive way in which Miyazawa’s landscape gains agency is
through anthropomorphism. Frequently, non-human inhabitants and features
of the land—crows, foxes, deer, oak trees, acorns, snow storms, and so on—are pro-
tagonists in his stories. Through such anthropomorphism, the landscape—under-
stood here as an ecological system of which humans are only a part—acquires an
agency to express logics and preferences of its own, which may not coincide with
those held by humans. Therefore, Miyazawa’s landscape is a space where wildcats
attempt to make a gourmet meal out of human hunters by enticing them into a
“restaurant” in the woods, and where oak trees sing mocking songs to humiliate a
farmer who has chopped down 98 members of their community . His anthropo-
morphism allows landscape to speak back to humans and pose challenges to them.
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Anthropomorphism is a tricky business, however. Certainly, speaking animals
and trees are projections of human feelings onto non-human beings—much like the
Romanticist tradition of the “pathetic fallacy”—in Miyazawa’s case, calculated to
give nature a voice to talk back to humans. But while literary personification may
contribute to promoting ecological consciousness among humans, representation
of unknowable others through human languages and human standards of behavior
inevitably reflects differential power relations. There is an impulse in anthropo-
morphism to domesticate the “wild” or the “savage.” Much like the colonial dis-
course that played a key role in “dominating, restructuring and having authority
over” the colonized (Said 3), anthropomorphism, with its own discourse on animals
and nature, can generate an anthropocentric (instead of Eurocentric) system of knowl-
edge about the other that ultimately serves to preserve the unequal power relation-
ship between humans and nature.

Let me restate more clearly the difficulties facing ecologically conscious prose
writing: How can we let the landscape speak, without subjugating it to a human-
centered system of domination? Isn’t human language itself part of such a system?
When, in the 21* century, we still do not hear enough voices of minorities and
the colonized in most decision-making processes that matter in so-called democratic
societies, how can we envision a literature that lets the silent landscape speak back
to humans? As Lawrence Buell once noted, “Anthropomorphism implies an
anthropocentric frame of reference, but the two do not correlate precisely . . . it
might be done in the interest of dramatizing the claims or plight of the natural
world” (Buell, 134). But how can this best be done? If it merely participates in
such a discursive system of knowledge about the unknown, anthropomorphism
does not escape questions of power. However, by imposing their norms and values
on animals and plants, humans in effect domesticate them, removing unpredict-
ability from them and taming those characters of theirs that do not sit well with
human needs and priorities. Thus the resulting personified representation and
the entailing discourse are built on an unequal relationship. It is this uneven power
relation involved in anthropomorphism that ecocriticism illuminates for scrutiny.
Ecocriticism, as a critical practice rooted in an ecological understanding of the
world, can investigate the various ways in which literary texts articulate the fun-
damental connectedness among all living things. Yet, it can go a step further and
ask questions about the existing power arrangements that create relations of domi-
nation among the connected lives.

In terms of the unity between animals/plants and humans in Miyazawa’s
stories, ecocriticism urges us to ask a question: “Unity among all living things,
yes—but on whose terms?” If ecocriticism prompts us to consider anthropomor-
phism as a form of the domination of nature, then we find a parallel in colonial
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and postcolonial criticism; only this time the critical focus is on the domination
of other peoples. Anthropomorphism here is a rehearsing form of domesticating
the colonized other, and a mocking construction of a “discursive system of knowl-
edge about the unknown” I alluded to earlier. It defines and exhibits the limits of
what the colonized can or cannot do or be. I now would take a close look at two
short stories from Miyazawa’s collection entitled 7he Restaurant of Many Orders,
the only collection he was able to publish in his foreshortened life that confronts
the ecocritical writer-thinker-activist today.!

The first piece, “Wolf Forest, Basket Forest, and Thief Forest” follows the lives
of a small group of farmers who move to a clearing in the woods to open a new
agricultural settlement. For the first three Fall seasons the surrounding forests,
characterized respectively as wolves, a basket-weaving mountain man, and another
mountain man (who is a thief), play tricks on the farmers by hiding important
items from them. The farmers eventually find the hidden items, and by the end
of the third episode establish a ritual in which they offer millet cakes to the sur-
rounding forests every Fall. The seemingly happy-ending in this story about a
developing friendship between the farmers and their surrounding landscape re-
veals, in fact, a tale of colonial settlement, since if we take seriously the agency
given to the forests, we realize that the farmers’ settlement is a form of colonial
occupation that subjugates the forests simply as resources for the farmers. In this
light the forest’s “tricks” become expressions of serious anti-colonial direct action
struggles.

One of the ways in which Miyazawa avoids establishing an anthropocentric
framework in this story is through his convoluted narrative structure. The story
is told by a human narrator who originally heard it from a giant rock that repre-
sents the fourth forest. At various points, the narrator’s words and the words of
the giant rock become entangled, which undermines the human-nature hierarchy.
Two most notable cases are the opening and the ending. The narrator begins the
story by describing the location of the four forests and their strange names . After
these two sentences, we encounter this passage:

CO/DPVWOTELEILTTELEDHD, ) LT ALFTRELATHON
EFod, R EVWLIFARLDLS, TN T030lE, Bh—
AFLRBRHEDIALDPOESLED, 20 ~AR-TZoBEILLE
bl LIcH» e E LE-

! Miyazawa Kenji, Restaurant of Many Orders (RIC Publication, 2006) is a collection of Miyazawa’s
short stories translated into English. The quotations in the following passages were translated by Kota
himself from the Japanese original (editors’ note).
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When and how the forests came to be, and why they got those odd names—the only
one who knows all about it is me, bragged the giant rock in the middle of the Black
Hill Forest one day, and he told me this story.

I'm the only one who knows all about when and how the forests came to be, and why
they got those odd names, proudly said the giant rock in the middle of the Black Hill
Forest one day, and he told me this story. (23; my translation)

This passage is written without quotation marks to enclose the giant rock’s
speech. Because of the existence of the earlier two sentences that are told by the
narrator, and because of the missing quotation marks in this passage, the reader
first assumes that this passage is told by the narrator, only to realize the true iden-
tity of the speaker halfway in the passage. A similarly designed confusion occurs
at the conclusion of the tale, when the narrator says:

Those millet cakes have become much smaller these days, but this, too, can’t be helped,
said the giant rock in the middle of the Black Hill Forest, at the end of his story.
(34; my translation)?

In both cases, the giant rock’s words are first mistaken to be the narrator’.
The mis-identification undermines the privileged position of the narrative voice,
and in turn raises the credibility and authenticity of the giant rock’s speech. It
is this elevation of the native speaker and the landscape at the cost of eroding
the privilege assumed by the human narrator that counteracts the drive to do-
minate, restructure, and assume authority over non-humans represented by an-
thropocentrism. The colonized in this story do speak and are empowered, thanks
to the solidarity work of a member of the dominant society, the human narrator.

Miyazawa’s “March by Moonlight” (A & TA L AL L 6, literally
translated as “Telegraph Poles in Moonlight”) speaks, meanwhile, to empowerment
differently. This is a fantasy tale about a boy who witnesses rows of telegraph poles
suddenly come to life and march in formation. The boy also encounters their drill
sergeant, the Supreme Chief of Electricity, in the figure of an old man in a tattered
overcoat. The story ends when a train appears in the distance, prompting the
marching electric poles to turn back into regular telegraph poles as the Supreme
Chief of Electricity disappears. The landscape in this story, as the title suggests,
primarily consists of telegraph poles along railway tracks under moonlight. Unlike
the rest of the stories in the collection, the “agentialized” landscape in the story
is human-made, and the anthropomorphism in the story does not seem to fore-
ground ecological concerns. I would like to begin by exploring how the story’s land-
scape points to the “cultural landscape” of Japan’s imperialism before examining

2 The quotations from Miyazawa in the above passages were translated by Kota himself from the
Japanese original (editors’ note).
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ecological issues.

Miyazawa describes the marching poles clearly as soldiers . They sing military

marching songs and are decorated with showy epaulets, which are actually ceramic
insulators on the poles. As Komori Yoichi reminds us in his discussion of Miyazawa’s
stories, Japan was a full-fledged imperialist power by the early 1920s, when Mi-
yazawa was writing these tales. Japan was a major party to the Washington Naval
Conference (1921-22) in which leading imperialist nations negotiated their
competing armament desires. In the early 1920s, Japan’s profile as an imperialist
power was on the rise, even as it encountered Euro-American-centrism. The im-
age of the marching figures singing “We, the army of telegraph poles/Are famous
the world over for our swiftness / We the army of telegraph poles/Are the most
disciplined army in the world” (100; my translation), and so on, reveal the na-
tionalistic sentiment in a nation proud of its growing stature as an imperial na-
tion.?
The direction of the march—the north—also hints at a high-profile, con-
temporary manifestation of Japan’s colonial expansionism, namely its participa-
tion in the joint imperialist Siberian Expedition. Japan would join the United
States and other allies in sending troops to Siberia in 1918 with the goal of in-
terfering with the Russian Revolution. Failing in its mission, the United States
and other participating nations ultimately withdrew their troops by 1920. But,
driven by its imperialist designs for the surrounding region, Japan would send the
largest number of troops by far among the allies and keep its occupying forces until
1922. The northward march of the telegraph-pole soldiers in Miyazawa’s tale echoes
the images of Japanese troops being sent regularly during this period to Siberia
as part of Japan’s imperialist maneuvering.

The landscape in the story is dominated by symbols of human technology—
telegraphs, electricity, railways—all of which, it should be noted, played major roles
in modern warfare and colonialism in the early twentieth-century. Between these
technologies and the images of marching soldiers, we see just how dominant
militarism was in Japan’s cultural landscape during the so-called interwar years.
But the telegraph poles and electricity, when considered as the human-built en-
vironment in the Anthropocene, also talk back to humans as anthropomorphized
landscape and help us to bring ecological consciousness into the examination of
colonial domination.

The anthropomorphized electricity boasts to the boy about how fun it is to

be the Supreme Chief. After triumphantly declaring that all telegraph-pole soldiers

3 Komori Yoichi is a critic of Japanese Modern Literature and a social activist in Japan . He is currently
a professor at the University of Tokyo, Japan.



58 Tamkang Review 47.2 (June 2017)

and their units are under his command, he begins talking about the foolishness
of humans regarding electricity. He recounts how the competing imperialist
nations of Japan and Britain are both foolish when it comes to electricity as an
integral part of their colonizing ecology. His own familiarity with the law of con-
servation of energy (the first law of thermodynamics) and the second law of ther-
modynamics (a natural process runs only in one way and is not reversible) allows
him to mock both imperial powers who may have profound differences on geo-
political matters while being equally ignorant of the laws governing the natural
environment. The story suggests that humans, however divided they may be, are
ultimately not that different from each other and are equally subjected to the laws
of the natural world.

If “agentialized” electricity’s address to the boy is a “talk back” at human ig-
norance and hubris, the anthropomorphized telegraph poles shed a critical light
on the militaristic logic behind aggressive colonial policies, such as Japan’s parti-
cipation in the Siberian Expedition. Even though they are anthropomorphized
and can speak, the telegraph poles do not talk with the boy in the story. They only
give him a derisive glance or ignore him all together as they march on by. Their
voices are primarily heard as valiant marching songs. The telegraph poles’ songs
are essentially declarative statements intended for the larger public and made by
a spirited, effective, and heroic army. The dialogue among themselves, however,
portrays a very different picture. The boy observes two poles limping along holding
on to each other in the midst of the orderly march. They stagger and obviously look
worn out. Then the only conversation between the telegraph poles in the story
takes place. Just then, a brisk-looking pole behind them bellowed:

“Move along there, you two! Look—the wires are going slack!”

g V! going
“We can’t, we're too tired,” they moaned. “Our feet have started to rot. The tar on
our boots and everything is all a sticky mess.”
“I said, get a move on!” shouted the other pole impatiently. “If either one of you
gives in, you get fifteen thousand men in trouble! Come on, get going!”

The two were obliged to totter on again, and the rest of the column came
marching on behind them. (230-231; translation by John Bester)

Here the human voice given to the poles serves to expose the inhumane,
oppressive logic of a military organization that imposes totalitarian control over
the populace.

The cruelty of the “brisk-looking pole” is particularly striking. As the agoniz-
ing words of the limping poles about their rotting feet remind us, the poles were
once living trees. Indeed, the reader will likely remember another story in the
same book called “Night at the Oak Forest.” In this story, a farmer joins a festive
gathering of singing oak trees, but the trees take the opportunity to mock him
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by their songs in order to get back at him for his crime of cutting down 98 oak
trees in the forest. In “March by Moonlight” the personified poles still suffer
the way a live plant might from rotting, yet like the brisk-looking pole, they can
also be as unfeeling and cold as a machine.

The difference between the mischievous, singing oak trees in “Night at the
Oak Forest” and the heartless telegraph-pole soldier is human intervention that
turned living trees into telegraph poles. As human-made products used in military
operations, the telegraph pole represents both an anthropocentric, technology-driven
view of the earth, and a colonial, expansionist orientation to the world. The trans-
formation from playful, living trees to telegraph-pole soldiers forced to ignore their
suffering and mechanically march on suggests that dehumanization is, in fact, en-
acted by humans who inflict suffering in the name of technological pursuits and
civilizing missions. By sharply criticizing both the misguided use of technology
and militarism as signs of human hubris, the storyline serves to question the pri-
vilege humans unreflectively claim over the natural world.

Agential landscapes can talk back to humans without falling into anthro-
pocentric pitfalls, if anthropomorphism is employed “in the interest of dramatiz-
ing the claims or plight of the natural world,” as Lawrence Buell suggests
(Sultzbach105).* In “Wolf Forest, Basket Forest, and Thief Forest,” anthropo-
centrism is avoided by the convoluted narrative structure that allows human sol-
idarity with non-human living beings. The landscape in “March by Moonlight”
is primarily a human-made one. The anthropomorphism of such non-human
entities as electricity and telegraph poles may not directly give voice to and em-
power non-human animals and plants, but it does relativize the position humans
occupy in the ecological system, thereby undermining the anthropocentric impulse
of anthropomorphism. Framed by the universal laws of thermodynamics, for
instance, humans look rather humble. And personification of telegraph poles as
pitiless soldiers dramatizes the inhumanity of human civilization itself. The anthro-
pomorphism examined above in all of the cases also points to a system of domi-
nation between humans and non-humans that rightly can be called colonial re-
lations. Close attention to anthropomorphism can help us begin to see the way
human hubris is articulated at the intersection of ecology and geopolitics. Eco-
criticism in the future promises to provide a new theoretical paradigm for ex-
ploring the relationship between ecological degradation and colonial oppression.

4 Quoted by Kelly Elizabeth Sultzbach, Ecocriticism in the Modernist Imagination: Forster, Woolf, and
Auden (London: Cambridge U Press, 2016).
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