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Abstract
This study examines the utopian vision in Murakami Haruki’s Hard-

Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World.  It attempts to analyze the 
novel’s utopian elements in detail and examine them in relation to the socio-
economic situation during the time it was written.  The paper begins with an 
analysis of the novel’s temporal structure, which aims to make clear that the 
“utopia” in the novel reveals a strong sense of anxiety over the contemporary 
urban condition.  The observation will be further developed into a discussion 
of the dialectical tension between the two worlds in the novel: a technologi-
cally advanced city and an archaic town.  I argue that the disparity between 
the two worlds can be analyzed from the standpoint of social criticism.  The 
seemingly contrasting worlds work together to mirror and critique modern  
societies, pointing out a range of social maladies that prevail in the modern  
urban world.  On the one hand, the hard-boiled city unfolds the social 
mechanisms that control urban people’s lives; it also questions the mean-
ing and value of a predominantly consumerist lifestyle.  On the other hand, 
the idyllic town critiques societal conformism.  This work of science fiction 
also obliquely criticizes historical forgetfulness, a consequence of a material-
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centered culture which focuses upon the present and deemphasizes the past.  
The consequence of severing historical links, on both a personal and cultural 
basis, is presented and dramatized in the novel as a chaotic memory.  The 
last part of the article focuses on the novel’s ending.  It submits that the au-
thor attempts to break away from the usual binarism in utopian narratives 
by foregrounding the theme of memory and self at the story’s end.

Keywords:	 Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World, Murakami 
Haruki, utopia, time in literature, contemporary Japanese novels
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I. Introduction

This paper examines the utopian vision in Murakami Haruki’s Hard-Boiled 
Wonderland and the End of the World (1985), a work of science fiction regarded 
by many as a representative contemporary Japanese anti-utopian novel.2  This 
early novel of Murakami (born 1949) has been frequently discussed, yet few 
have attempted to analyze its utopian elements in detail.  The following study 
aims to remedy this by providing a thorough discussion of the utopian imagina-
tion in the novel, putting an emphasis on the socio-economic situation during 
the time the work was written.

The study opens with an examination of the novel’s temporal structure, 
which aims to make clear that the “utopia” existing in the protagonist’s con-
sciousness reveals a sense of anxiety over the contemporary urban condition.  
The observation will be further developed into a discussion of the dialectical 
tension between the two worlds in the novel: a technologically advanced city 
and an archaic town.  In the main, I argue that the seemingly contrasting worlds 
work together to mirror and critique modern societies.  The complex novel 
points to a range of social maladies that prevail in the modern world, most im-
portantly a deeply materialistic, consumerist culture and technological hubris.  
It also obliquely criticizes historical forgetfulness, a consequence of a material-
centered culture that focuses on the present and deemphasizes the past.  The 
consequence of severing historical links, on both a personal and cultural basis, is 
presented and dramatized in the novel as a chaotic memory.

II. Time and the Two Worlds

There are two worlds in the novel: a high-tech, postmodern city the writer 
calls “Hard-Boiled Wonderland” (hereafter referred to as HBW) and a tran-
quil, solitary town which is given the name “The End of the World” (hereafter 
referred to as EW).  The nameless hero in HBW is a Calcutec—a person hired 
and trained by the semi-governmental System to encrypt data using human 
consciousness.  In this strand of the story, an old professor carries out a bizarre 
experiment that visualizes and edits a world existing in the hero’s consciousness.  
He slots the edited “story” into a third circuit inserted into the hero’s brain, 
intending to return him back to normal after taking some scientific measure-

2	Some examples of critical works that discuss the novel from a utopian/anti-utopian perspective are 
Booker, Napier, and Moichi. 
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ments.  However, he loses the chance to do so when his research materials are 
stolen by the INKlings, man-eating creatures that swarm under the city, and 
the Semiotecs, data thieves who work for the System’s opponent, the criminal 
organization known as the Factory.  As a consequence, the Calcutec becomes 
permanently stuck in the third circuit.  In the last scene of HBW, he is alone in 
his car, awaiting the disintegration of his consciousness.

EW begins in medias res.  It is a day in autumn and the hero is spending  
the afternoon watching a herd of unicorns.  Readers later learn that he has  
arrived in the Town in springtime.  Upon his arrival, the Gatekeeper cut off his 
shadow, and since then he and his shadow have lived separately.  The hero was 
sent to work as a Dreamreader in a library.  He lives a peaceful and largely con-
tented life there, but tension starts to arise when one day he visits the Shadow 
and argues with him about the merits and demerits of the Town.  The argument 
culminates in a plan for the two to escape.

The two strands differ in their time span.  HBW tells the Calcutec’s story 
of just a few days, and EW covers several months.  This disparity gives rise to 
two markedly different temporal structures.  The dynamic, bustling HBW is 
full of chronological details; dates and times of events are abundantly provided.  
Time’s flow is further highlighted by the numerous time limits in the plot.  As 
in many adventure stories, time is used as an important narrative tool to create 
an intriguing and suspenseful plot.  Conversely, time has little significance in 
the static, eventless world of EW, as symbolized by the dysfunctional clock in 
the clock tower that stands in the town’s plaza: “The clock has long forfeited its 
original role as a timepiece.” (38)  Chronological information is scarce, and time 
there means little more than cyclic changes in Nature.  Yet the two worlds are 
not entirely isolated or disparate.  They are subtly knitted together by different 
narrative means, to the effect that readers are enticed to find out the relation be-
tween the two strands in the story.3

The novel’s main plot hinges on an ingenious and imaginative theory of 
time, without which this futuristic novel would lose its plausibility.  EW exists 
in a true terra incognita—the core of human consciousness.  It is a place of eter-

3	Imai has given a detailed study of how repeated and long-winded descriptions of the unicorn skull, 
and more conventional items such as paper clips are used to establish a connection in the parallel world.  
See Imai, “Sekai no owari to hādoboirudo wandārando—(nejire) no soshikika” [“The End of the World 
and Hard-Boiled Wonderland—Systemization of the Warped”].  Aside from material objects, the two 
strands are subtly linked by the motif of music.  The two worlds also reflect each other on the level of 
character.  For example, in HBW the Professor is a key figure, and the role of the sagacious old man is 
played by the Colonel in EW.  Another overt resemblance character-wise is in both worlds, the hero is 
attracted by a woman working in the library.
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nity and immortality because, as explained by the Professor, “There’s no time to 
tautologies” (284).  The body and consciousness pass away, but in the hero’s case 
his “thought is caught in the one tautological point an instant before, subdividin’  
for an eternity” (285).  In the story’s realm, “humans are immortal in their 
thoughts” (285); and immortality can be attained by endlessly subdividing time.  
Regardless of its scientific validity, which has little relevance for fiction, this  
theory of time serves an important function.  It explains the demise of HBW 
and the birth of EW.

Time loses its significance in EW because it is a place devoid of change 
and event.  The idyllic town is timeless.  Also, as opposed to HBW, which has a 
clear temporal setting, it lacks a temporal location.  The metropolis of Tokyo in 
HBW is more or less the same as present-day Tokyo, both in its physical land-
scape and social customs, though the Professor’s innovative technologies make 
one suspect that it might be slightly ahead of our time.

It seems valid to say HBW describes the contemporary urban world, 
highlighting and amplifying its technological aspect.  On the other hand, EW, 
which exists in the core of the hero’s consciousness, does not have a clear tempo-
ral framework.  However, as in many utopian novels, the lack of chronological 
indices is set off by a detailed spatial description.  Napier and other commenta-
tors notice that the walled town, complete with plazas, an Old Bridge and a 
Clock Tower, resembles a medieval European village (Napier 210).  Spatially, it 
is significant that the quiet town shows many traces of a more vibrant era.  The 
town abounds with legacies of the past: empty factories, dated objects stored in 
the Library, and disused musical instruments kept in the Power Station.  This 
suggests that the town has not always been like it is now.  It was transformed 
from a bustling place to an Arcadian town after some unexplained happenings.  
Cassegard describes the place as “post-traumatic,” “a place of convalescence” (170, 
italics original).  The quiet place corresponds to a theme Northrop Frye calls 
“cyclical return” that forms the basis of a number of utopian novels: “contem-
porary civilization goes to pieces with an appalling crash, and life starts again 
under primitive conditions like those of some earlier period of history” (44).

It is not clearly indicated in Murakami’s story whether the town did expe-
rience a major catastrophe that plunged it into a primitive condition, but EW 
does give a sense of return.  It seems to be a once prosperous society that has 
declined and lapsed into oblivion.  Reading it in this way, though HBW appears 
futuristic and EW archaic, it seems plausible to assume that EW hints at the fu-
ture of HBW: an advanced civilization reaches the heights of sophistication and  
modernity, and then lapses into quietude and simplicity.  Bearing in mind that EW  
has been built on a reconstruction of the collection of thoughts and memories  
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inside the Calcutec’s mind, one can say that the temporal connection of HBW and  
EW discussed here shows the Calcutec’s concern about the future of his own world.   
The past history of EW which is vaguely projected in his unconsciousness re-
flects a fear that the highly developed civilization of his time might not last for-
ever.  This unconscious fear echoes Murakami’s own view of the modern urban  
style of living: “I am very critical of the urban city.  Our present consumerist life- 
style cannot go on forever.  It will certainly crumble one day.  If possible, I wish 
we could go back to ‘farming on fine days and reading on rainy days’ soon.”4

The tranquil EW can also be taken as the hero’s counter-reaction to HBW, 
a city whose affluence masks a bleak underside.  We have seen that it is a world 
modeled upon Tokyo, a prosperous city which in many ways is representative 
of the contemporary metropolis.  The novel is, in this sense, a typical utopian 
literary text, whose main function is not to explore the possibility or desir-
ability of the utopia, but to provide a vantage point from which the realistic 
society shared by the author and readers can be viewed in a different light.  Uto-
pian discourse enables us to take “an imaginative leap ‘outside’ our own socio-
historical situation” (Gardiner 26).  The disparity between EW and HBW can 
be analyzed from the standpoint of social criticism, because the vision of an 
alternative existence provides the critical distance necessary for deep contempla-
tion.  In Bloch’s dictum “we need the most powerful telescope, that of polished 
utopian consciousness, in order to penetrate precisely the nearest nearness” (12).  
The unlocatable EW forms a “powerful telescope,” through which we can get a 
clearer view of some aspects of the “nearest nearness,” or the complex urban en-
vironment that surrounds us.

III. Utopia as Social Critique—the Urban Modern City

Amongst the many oppositional terms that can be used to describe HBW 
and EW are: technological and non-technological, dynamic and static, abun-
dant and ascetic.  It can be observed that HBW questions the meaning and 
value of a predominantly consumerist lifestyle that characterizes the glamorous 
metropolises of our time.  I further suggest that on a deeper level, the malaises 
of the hard-boiled city unfold the social mechanisms underlying modern urban 
cities that control urban people’s lives, and it decries the situation of human 
subjects being used as a means to an end.

4	Originally in “What Happened is all Good,” Walk Don’t Run.  This is taken from Imai, Murakami 
Haruki: Off no kankaku [Murakami Haruki: The Off Feeling] 19.
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In short, HBW is a society where prosperity and stability exist in a precari-
ous equilibrium because it is a society driven by the quest for material affluence 
and not held together by solid, worthwhile values.  The oppressive nature of 
HBW is most manifest in the power struggle between the two giant organiza-
tions: the System and the Factory.  In the story, the hero is under total control 
of the technologies invented by the old scientist and falls victim to the two  
organizations’ struggle for dominance.  Readers might, like the Calcutec, initially  
think that the System is more just, since the laundering and shuffling tech-
nologies are developed as precautions against the Semiotics’ information theft.  
However, in a later part of the story the scientist’s granddaughter discloses that 
the two organizations are in fact “two sides of the same coin” (299).  They are 
run by the same person who has created two rival organizations for the sake of 
maximizing profit.  In the girl’s words “the left hand stole and the right hand 
protected” (299).  The novel thus addresses the issue of the powerlessness of the 
individual living in a complex urban environment, which is often controlled by 
invisible and amorphous power centers.

Science and technology are presented as other forms of power in the novel.  
Such powers are mainly embodied in the Professor, who gives the Calcutec the 
first impression that he is “the very image of a major pre-War political figure” (26).  
As a leading scientist he holds formidable power: “If the old man hands over 
technologies to reconfigure the brain, he seals the fate of humanity.  To save the 
world, he steps down” (300).

In the novel, different forms of power interplay to determine the hero’s 
fate.  The Professor outwits the System by secretly installing another circuit in 
the Calcutec’s brain.  But he loses out to technology, as he cannot stop his own 
invention from getting out of control.  The Factory also plays a crucial role since 
it has immobilized the Professor by destroying his research data.  In the novel, 
the Professor’s projects, developed with the aim of preventing an information 
leak, lead to the annihilation of the hero’s conscious world and the death of the 
other Calcutecs.  The conflict between technology and humanity depicted in 
the novel brings to mind Marcuse’s critique of the advanced industrial society, 
where intellectual and material culture merge to form a monolithic, omnipresent  
system that shapes and controls people’s thinking and lives, making both the 
people and the society “one-dimensional.” The hero’s story in the HBW strand 
is a dramatic presentation of how “the growth in the technological conquest of 
nature grows the conquest of man by man” (Marcuse 253).  Echoing Koizumi’s 
view that the story’s hero and his fellow Calcutecs’ plight reflect the author’s 
“critical view of science, or science as a form of power to be more accurate” 
(Koizumi 147), I should like to point out that it is not technology per se that 
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the author criticizes, but its application by authorities in power, or the detrimen-
tal consequences of misguided technological use and advancement.  Hence this 
work of science fiction can be put under the type of utopian narrative which, in 
Frye’s description, is “a product of modern technological society,” as it tells the 
story of how “technology moves toward the control not merely of nature but of 
the operations of the mind” (29).

In EW, the reverse of HBW, prioritization of technology becomes an aver-
sion.  The only element close to modern technology in EW is the Power Sta-
tion, but even that seems out of place in the town.  The Dreamreader reacts like 
this when he first hears about it: “‘Power Station?’ I asked, surprised” (243).  
The scientifically backward EW is a static society.  Tsuchida observes that “the 
disappearance of dynamic factors” in that place manifests itself most clearly in 
two ways: the absence of sex and the attenuated way food is dealt with (108).  
Unlike HBW, a sensuous world where sex and food are two significant elements, 
the romantic relationship in EW is platonic and there is no sexual description.  
Whereas food is accentuated in HBW by the Calcutec’s girlfriend, who has an 
amazing appetite due to gastric dilation, people in EW suffice on a simple veg-
etarian diet.  The female librarian explains the food there in this way: “The food 
here is different than elsewhere.  We use only a few basic ingredients.  What 
resembles meat is not.  What resembles eggs is not.  What resembles coffee only 
resembles coffee.  Everything is made in the image of something” (224).

Eating habits in EW indicate a stoic lifestyle.  People there do not look for 
epicurean pleasure, and they are provided only with basic items necessary for 
daily living.  The Caretaker of the Power Station says: “Everyone has the things 
they need for living.  Pots and pans, shirts and coats, yes. . . .  It is enough that 
their needs are met.  No one wants for anything more” (293).  It is a far cry 
from HBW, a world deluged with consumer products.  The day before he loses 
consciousness, the Calcutec goes on a last spending spree.  The numerous items 
he acquires, which will soon become futile with his leaving his familiar world, 
further emphasizes the difference between that world and the next; a place 
where excessive material objects are neither provided nor wanted.

As such, by juxtaposing two worlds that stand in stark contrast, the novel 
questions the merit of a technology-driven, material-centered society.  It can 
be noted that, in many of his early works, Murakami criticizes the overwhelm-
ingly materialistic aspect of modern Japanese society.  Noya considers “defiance 
to the high capitalist society” one of the two major themes of his works (173).5 

5	The other major theme of Murakami as seen by Noya is “discommunication.”
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Murakami criticizes the prevailing lifestyle and values of his social environment; 
most overtly in a later work, Dance Dance Dance (1988), in which the hero 
repeatedly states in a satirical tone that “wasting money is the greatest virtue” 
(Murakami, Dansu Dansu Dansu ‘Dance Dance Dance’ Book 1: 41, 52).

This feature of Murakami’s early novels has to be considered in relation to 
Japan’s social and economic situation.  Since the 1950s, the Japanese economy 
accelerated at an exceedingly fast pace, culminating in an economic bubble 
which reached its peak in the mid-1980s.6  The 1980s was an era of unprec-
edented wealth for the Japanese.  High-spending Japanese tourists traveled all 
over the world, actively acquiring high-end brand products.  Yet the abnormally 
exuberant economy also created speculation and fear in many Japanese people as 
to whether the glowing prosperity all around them was illusionary to a signifi-
cant extent.

The hard-boiled city thus epitomizes a society operating under a capitalistic  
system at its peak, a socio-cultural environment thoroughly ingrained with ma-
terialism and consumerism.  In relation to these two closely related ideologies, 
Marcuse holds that consumption is one of the elements that sustains social con-
trol.  Material abundance generates further needs, the incessant need for goods 
and services puts people under pressure and control of socio-economic forces.  
Social needs are thoroughly transplanted as individual needs, to the degree that 
“the spontaneous reproduction of superimposed needs by the individual does 
not establish autonomy; it only testifies to the efficacy of the controls” (Marcuse  
8).  This aspect of the consumerist society is dramatically magnified in HBW.  
The freedom the Calcutec enjoys in his choice of brands and gadgets is in 
marked contrast to the control he has over more important issues in his life.   
The correlation between technological/industrial development and social repres-
sion points to a negative aspect of progress in human civilization.  The plight of 
the Calcutec, the violence he suffers at the hands of the giant institutions dra-
matizes and accentuates the irrationality and inhumanity involved in the process 
of social and scientific development.  It resonates with Benjamin’s comment that 
“there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document 
of barbarism” (248).  It is against this background that, in the core of his mind, 
the Calcutec creates a world marked not by progress but regress; the materially 
affluent urban life he leads transposes into a simple, non-consumerist, and yet 
contented way of living in his unconscious imagination.

6	The “bubble” clearly manifested itself in a series of unusual economic phenomena from the mid 
to late 1990s; for example land prices tripled; stock values increased substantially, more specifically the 
Nikkei Index Assets jumped three-fold from 13,000 to 39,000 during the period (Lim 282).
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IV. Utopia as Social Critique—the Mind, the Self,  
and Memory

We have seen that the imaginary world of EW is what HBW, a mimesis of 
the writer’s own society, is not.  The hero has created in his unconsciousness a 
world that is in defiance of his surroundings, or the social values that dominate 
his surroundings.  Whereas the tranquil EW counterpoints the hectic, frag- 
mented world of HBW, readers notice as the story progresses that even the placid  
town is not free of tension.  EW poses the question of the value of existence if 
the self or one’s individuality is denied.  It also critiques societal conformism, an 
ideology that inhibits real thinking.  This malaise of the town is hinted at by the 
“shadow,” or absence of it, in the walled town.

In a conversation between the Dreamreader and his shadow, the anthro-
pomorphic Shadow says he finds the town “perfectly wrong” (247-48, italics 
original).  He senses the unnaturalness of the place: “But a world of perpetual 
motion is theoretically impossible.  There has to be a trick.  The system must 
take in and let out somewhere” (248).  He could not figure out what the “trick” 
was at that time.  It has to wait until the next time the two meet before he can 
explain the system of the town.  By that time, the Shadow has realized that the 
walled town achieves and maintains its completeness and perfection by relin-
quishing the mind.  The relinquished minds are transported outside the town 
by the unicorns.  When the beasts die, their heads are cut off, and their skulls 
are buried in the ground for some time and then taken to the library, where the 
Dreamreader releases the last trace of the mind or the self etched in the skull 
into the air.  People there lead a peaceful and contented life by abandoning their 
minds and by victimizing the beasts, the shadows and the Woodfolk—people 
who would not give up their minds and are consequently banished to the 
Woods to eternally wander.  In the Shadow’s words, it is possible for the Town 
to maintain its perfection, because “all imperfections are forced upon the im- 
perfect” (336).

The shadow represents the mind, or the self.  It has to be removed so that 
the mind itself can eventually be removed.  It also represents time.  As noted by 
Strecher, the shadow is “the most ancient marker of time” (Strecher 94).  It is 
prohibited in the town because “his [the shadow’s] role is to mark time, to show, 
symbolically, what lies behind the protagonist in his past and, therefore, imply 
and acknowledge also the existence of the future . . . that is, death” (ibid. 126).  
The temporal structure in the utopian world is eventually related to the mind, 
or the self.  The Shadow’s explanation of the time in the walled town explains 
clearly the correlation between time and, the mind, which is in the world of EW 
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synonymous with one’s identity or the self:7 “It is by relinquishing their mind 
that the Townfolk lose time; their awareness becomes a clean slate of eternity . . .  
no one grows old or dies.  All that’s required is that you strip away the shadow 
that is the grounding of the self and watch it die” (334).  The self cannot exist 
without time, because the formation of individuality and personality presup-
poses temporal continuity.  Conversely, the existence of time is also dependent 
on the self because the notion of time flow is irrelevant without a perceiving 
subject.  Hence, linear time loses its meaning in EW, where there are only rep-
etitions and no changes; and time turns cyclic, resembling a perpetual present.

The existence of the self is also dependent upon a time-related mental 
faculty: memory.  Memory, though past-oriented, is highly relevant to our pres-
ent self as it is what makes the perpetually evolving process of self-formation 
possible.  As remarked by Prower, “the continuity between our past self and 
our current self is rooted in memory, a continual dialogue between our two 
selves” (27).  Memory links the past and current self in a dialogical relation-
ship, making it possible for the changing self to maintain its continuity and 
validity.  Similar to time, memory is of little significance to people in EW.  The 
female assistant in the library describes memory in the Town as “unreliable and 
uncertain” (42).  She says there are things they can remember and things they 
cannot.  The Dreamreader is tortured by his inability to remember the past: “My 
memory is solid rock.  It does not budge.  My head hurts.  Losing my shadow, 
I have lost much” (225).  He endeavors to reunite with his shadow in order to 
“regain your [his] memory and become your [his] former self ” (333), a self with 
its continuity secured by memories of the past.  He is aggravated by the demise 
of his memory, which represents the loss of self.

Memory is a key concept not only in EW but the entire novel.  It is es-
sential to note that the story is built upon an unconventional brain technology 
developed by the old scientist in HBW: the Calcutecs’ data processing work.  
This technology that uses human consciousness as a tool for data encryption 
and decryption consists of two parts: laundering and shuffling.  The Calcutec 
protagonist is proud of his ability to do the former, which requires high concen-
tration and specific numeric conversion skills.  But he cannot take pride in the 
latter because once he starts shuffling, the mechanism programmed in his brain 
runs automatically.  He has no control over his consciousness and he is “merely 

7	There are two more places in the novel that make clear that “identity” or “self ” are synonymous 
with “mind” in this work: One, “And what is identity? The cognitive system arisin’ from the aggregate 
memories of that individual’s past experiences.  The layman’s word for this is the mind” (255).  Two, “The 
mind has its own principle of action.  That is, the self ” (Japanese version, 67.  My own translation since 
this part is simplified in the English translation). 
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a vessel to be used” (115).  This temporary manipulation of consciousness has 
a far-reaching consequence on the Calcutec.  His memory is altered by the pro-
gramming and the operation done on him.  When he is making the dangerous 
journey with the young girl to meet her grandfather, he sees a strange vision of 
his younger self sitting in a cinema, watching his own shadow dancing on the 
screen in his mind.  The hero cannot tell if it is hallucination or a real memory 
of his childhood, but the vivid image makes him realize that the operation to 
give him shuffling capabilities has rendered his memory incomplete.  This im-
pingement on the most private and subjective part of his world stirs great anger 
in him:

. . . They had shoved memories out of my conscious awareness.  They had stolen my 
memories from me!

Nobody had that right.  Nobody!  My memories belonged to me.  Stealing memories 
was stealing time.  I got so mad, I lost all fear.  I didn’t care what happened.  I want 
to live!  I told myself.  I will live.  I will get out of this insane netherworld and get my 
stolen memories back and live.  Forget the end of the world, I was ready to reclaim 
my whole self. (239, italics original)

In the unconventional world of HBW, memory can be taken away.  It 
also runs in a reverse direction.  It is not only the past that is remembered.  The 
Calcutec also “recalls” pictures of the future.  For instance, in the middle of the 
novel he sees hazy images of a world within walls in his mind.  This is actually a 
place he will only catch sight of when he loses consciousness the following day.  
After his meeting with the Professor, as he moves closer toward the world of un-
consciousness, he has a vision that his eyes are altered so that they cannot toler-
ate light.  In this, he has caught sight of himself in the future, the aftermath of 
the eye-slitting ritual that will be done to him on his arrival in EW.  The young 
girl in pink calls it memory “running backward” (311).

In connection with this, Snyder suggests that memory is not only a theme, 
but also deployed as a narrative strategy in the novel (Snyder 70).  He points out 
that the non-Proustian memory in this work is not a link to the past, but used 
for constructing experience itself.  In EW, the Dreamreader attempts to recover 
his shadow or his memory.  In HBW, the Calcutec endeavors to “remember” 
the world in the core of his consciousness.  Snyder links the oblivious EW to a 
wider issue in his discussion.  He suggests the possibility of interpreting the am-
nesic town of EW as a metaphor for postmodern cities in general and Japan in 
particular:

It is, I think, at least conceivable to understand the walled, amnesia-stricken commu-
nity as a metaphor for a Japan that hesitates to come to terms with its past or actively 
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define a global role for its future. . . .  In any event, this oblivious community utterly 
lacking a sense of its past is, at the very least, a metaphor for what has come to be 
called the “postmodern condition,” in Japan or elsewhere. (175)

What is the stance the author takes regarding this “postmodern condition,” or 
forgetfulness, the absence of a sense of the past?  Snyder says that the intricate 
plot might have hinted at a critical attitude: “Yet insofar as Murakami constructs 
a plot that foregrounds the active, and explicitly sinister, destruction of memory, 
the possibility must be allowed that he is positioning himself in opposition to 
insidious forgetfulness” (75).

I agree with this observation.  Murakami’s novels are not marked by a rich 
historical perspective, yet he has repeatedly made use of wartime events to build 
up a historical framework in his novels.  For example, in The Wind-up Bird 
Chronicle, the little known Battle of Nomonhan is incorporated as an incident 
crucial to the makeup of the plot.8  Kafka on the Shore is another case in point.  
Although not immediately relevant to the main narrative, the Second World 
War forms the backdrop of the surreal story.  Murakami is openly against “in- 
sidious forgetfulness” as far as the historical past is concerned.  In his own  
dictum: “the most important thing is to face our history, and that means the 
history of the war” (Buruma 70).  In this light, it seems plausible to suggest that 
the state of memory in HBW and EW obliquely reflects historical forgetful-
ness.  The theme of memory can also be viewed in connection with the novel’s 
critique on the malaises of modern urban culture, which has already been dis-
cussed.  In a socio-cultural environment that prioritizes scientific advancement, 
and identifies material progress as the utmost good and an end in itself, past his-
tory has little relevance.  The past is looked upon as subservient to the present, 
and “active, and explicitly sinister, destruction of memory” (Snyder 75) is often 
considered permissible for the purposes of the present time.  Following this vein, 
manipulation of the past and intentional forgetfulness can be viewed as another 
social malaise hinted at in the novel.

Looking at the novel as a social critique from the standpoint of time, one 
can note that HBW points out a negative aspect of linear time—material and 
technological progress are an essential part of human civilization that bring 
comfort to human lives yet have the detrimental consequence of putting people 
under the oppressive force of society.  Cyclic time, on the other hand, destroys 
the self, because regeneration of the self and the growth of individuality entail 

8	Murakami made a trip to Nomonhan to research the battle during his preparation for the work.  
He writes about the trip in a travelogue titled Henkyō Kinkyō [The Border and Nearby Area].  See the 
section titled “Nomonhan no tetsu no Hakaba” (The Iron Graveyard in Nomonhon), 161-230.
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temporal succession and linearity.  On the other side of the tranquil world of 
EW lies a great sense of boredom.  Napier aptly comments that EW’s “static, 
hierarchical nature echoes traditional Japanese society.”  The purposelessness, 
monotonousness there is highlighted by the town people’s work of hole-digging, 
which Napier describes as “a kind of task that promotes group harmony without 
providing any sort of meaning for the individual’s life” (Napier 241).  A com-
munity of people that blindly follows the prevailing social rules and customs 
without reflecting upon their meaning or validity, EW is an archetype of the 
conformist society.  It is possible to take EW as a reflection of traditional Japa-
nese society.  For example, the prioritization of group harmony and solidarity 
over the individual is widely considered a characteristic of Japanese corporations 
and Japanese society as a whole.9  The hollowness one senses in EW is related 
to a lack of change and meaningful activities there.  It has also arisen from the 
absence of independent thinking in the people.  Hence, one can say that HBW 
and EW critique the same thing—diminishment or obliteration of individual 
thinking by a system that, in HBW, focuses predominantly upon the techno-
logical and economic fronts, making materialistic needs and development over-
shadow and override other aspects of living; and in EW, a system that prioritizes 
uniformity and homogeneity for the sake of social harmony.

Near the end of the EW strand, the Dreamreader confides in the Shadow 
that he has begun to feel attached to the Town.  He gives a utopian description 
of the place:

No one hurts each other here, no one fights.  Life is uneventful, but full enough in 
its way.  Everyone is equal.  No one speaks ill of anyone else, no one steals.  They 
work, but they enjoy their work.  It’s work purely for the sake of work, not forced 
labor.  No one is jealous of anyone.  There are no complaints, no worries. (333)

This description summarizes the attraction of EW.  A summing-up of the flaws 
in HBW is also available by changing the words in these sentences into their  
opposite meaning.  Reading the work in terms of postmodernism, which is one 
of the core themes of his study, Murakami Fuminobu sees HBW as a represen-
tation of the modern city, and EW a “postmodern utopia” (28).  The critic gives 

9	Many early commentators of Japanese society and culture emphasize the group-oriented, hierar-
chical nature of Japanese organizations and society.  Benedict famously contrasted Japanese people’s reli-
ance on order and hierarchy with the Americans’ faith in freedom and equality (43).  Reischauer holds 
that although the balance between the group and the individual shifted greatly with the passage of time, 
“great differences from the West still persist both in attitudes and in realities” (129), and he describes 
Japan as a “highly homogeneous society” (136).  However, amongst later commentators there are many 
who take issue with traditional Nihonjinron (theories of Japaneseness).  To cite an example, Sugimoto 
seeks to demonstrate the heterogeneous, pluralistic, multicultural aspect of Japanese culture and society.
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a description of the imaginary town which echoes the Dreamreader’s narrative 
quoted above and yet is less one-dimensional and more critical:

It is a world in which people lack polarised emotions such as love/hate, longing/ 
disdain and respect/contempt.  No one harms anyone else there; everyone is equal.  
The people enjoy their work purely for the sake of the work, not for the goals it 
achieves.  Yet, at the same time, they cannot love and respect each other.  For, in the 
modernist mode the desire to progress is closely connected with the romantic desire 
felt towards strangers, which includes both eros and violence. (Murakami, Postmod-
ern, Feminist and Postcolonial Currents 167, italics original)

Murakami’s comment highlights the futility of the “postmodern utopia.” 
Whereas the idea of “progress” connotes a range of problems, EW indicates that 
even if human beings forego the idea of “progress” and revert to a simple way 
of living, a utopian world would still not be possible because “love and respect” 
cannot exist without the antithetical emotions of “eros and violence.”  Whether 
one reads the novel from the perspective of postmodernism versus modernism 
or utopianism versus anti-utopianism, Murakami’s observation makes clear that 
there is an interdependent relationship between the antithetical notions in the 
novel.  It points to the fact that HBW and EW are not distinct territories that 
are diametrically opposed to each other, one reflecting violent, dehumanizing 
contemporary urban society, the other a perfect place without quarrels or vice.  
The two worlds work together to satirize the condition of the author’s own so-
ciety: the prevalence of violence; the manipulation of society by giant, faceless 
institutions;10 the prioritization of technology over humanity, and consequently 
the powerlessness of the individual.

Yet the differences in the two worlds also bring up some positive values of 
HBW—a reflection of the realistic world—that should be treasured.  Despite 
the vice and chaos, it is a place where one can still struggle for the preservation 
and expression of one’s self and individuality.  The imaginative faculty of the 
human mind makes it possible for one to find consolation as well as emotional 
connection with others through aesthetic or artistic experience, which in the 
novel is represented by music.11  Such experience is impossible in EW, or any 

10	In his Jerusalem Prize acceptance speech made in 2009, Murakami brings up his famous meta-
phor of “wall” and “egg.”  The “wall,” he says, has a name called “the System.”  Men have created the 
“System” to protect themselves and yet it sometimes takes on a life of its own and cruelly manipulates 
people.   One can see that the speech is subtly linked to the novel in which the “System” is an invisible 
power center that lurks behind the world of HBW and the “wall” is a symbol of the elusive force that 
silently controls people’s lives in EW.

11	Music is an important motif in HBW.  This part of the novel abounds with titles of Western pop 
songs, and the Calcutec fantasizes about an easy life of practicing the cello and learning Greek after 
retirement.  In EW, the search for lost music is an important motif.  The Dreamreader and the female 
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place where the mind, or the self is considered superfluous or obstructive to so-
cial unity or harmony. 

V. The Novel’s Ending—Impossible Utopia and the Wood

We have seen that the hero in the novel has created in his mind an idyll 
with the major flaws in his society removed.  Yet he has not envisioned a true 
utopia.  As first noticed by the Shadow, the peaceful, orderly town has its share 
of conflicts and inequality, despite being a place marked by stasis and homoge-
neity.  As with many utopian novels, Murakami’s work reveals a strong skepti-
cism about humankind’s ability to attain utopia.  The suffering of the beasts and 
the people who are driven out to the Wood in EW suggest that even if human 
beings revert to a simple way of living and stay content with it, a perfect state 
would still be impossible given the negative tendencies in human nature.

Another question often posed in utopian narratives is the mutually exclu-
sive character of perfection and individuality.  Ferns suggests that individual 
characteristics would become meaningless in a utopia: “In a context where time 
and historical causation have lost all meaning, the concept of individual charac-
ter likewise becomes meaningless.  Where the birth, life, death of the individual 
make no difference, individual distinguishing characteristics become insignifi-
cant” (21).  The dichotomy of utopianism and individuality can be considered 
in relation to Freud’s view on civilization and happiness.  Freud asserts that 
development in civilization works against humankind’s quest for happiness, be-
cause human development and civilization entail social restrictions, which are 
basically in conflict with human instincts.  Civilization offers a sense of security 
to humankind, but not only has it no concern for human happiness, “it almost 
seems as if humanity could be most successfully united into one great whole if 
there were no need to trouble about the happiness of individuals” (Freud 135).  
Freud’s thinking on the incompatibility between civilization and human happi-
ness resonates with the pessimism that revolves around the notion of utopia.  It 
has been suggested by Mumford that if the ideal world could be materialized, it 
would bear a close resemblance to “insect societies,” and “nothing could be more 
fatal to human society than to achieve its ideals” (Mumford 7).  This brings 
up the point that utopianism and civilization are analogous to each other on a 

librarian’s acquisition of the accordion at the Power Station is a turning point in the story: it marks the 
beginning of the possibility of the recovery of their memories.  The folk song Danny Boy is also used in 
the novel to bridge the two worlds.
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theoretical dimension.  These higher ideals of humankind parallel each other as 
notions that constitutionally prioritize social unity and harmony over individu-
ality.  Hence, they both constitute an anti-utopian or dystopian side.

At the end of the novel, the Dreamreader helps the Shadow to escape.  But 
he himself chooses to stay in the Town.  While the female assistant is part of the 
reason, he says it is more because “I have responsibilities. . . .  I cannot forsake 
the people and places and things I have created. . . .  I must see out the conse-
quences of my own doings.  This is my world.  The Wall is here to hold me in, 
the River flows through me, the smoke is me burning.  I must know why” (399, 
italics original).  Much has been discussed about this ending.  Napier comments 
that as in Akutagawa Ryūnosuke’s Kappa, where the protagonist opts to stay in 
a mental hospital at the story’s end, the decision of Murakami’s character not  
to go back to his former world is a form of social criticism in itself (Napier  
213-14).  Napier sees something positive in the apparently solipsistic ending: 
“Boku’s concern with ‘responsibilities’ might be seen as in some ways admirable, 
rather than only self-serving, emblematic of a generation which realizes that to 
change the world one must start with oneself ” (214).  Suter also argues against  
the ending being escapist.  She describes it as “an instance of Murakami’s  
specific idea of commitment” (177), “specific” in the sense that the author’s  
social commitment is largely constructed through fantasy and imagination.  On 
the other hand, Karatani criticizes the Dreamreader’s decision to take up respon-
sibility for the Town as an act of irresponsibility, because “to emphasize one’s 
responsibility to something meaningless is to empty out the meaning of respon-
sibility. . . .  In other words, everything is frivolous, everything is serious” (130, 
my translation).12 

I believe that new light can be thrown on our understanding of the novel’s 
ending by comparing it with that of The Town and the Uncertain Wall (1980), 
an earlier short novel in which Murakami first experimented with the idea of 
an alternate world.13  In the earlier work, the nameless hero finds the way to a 
walled town, a place very similar to EW in both its physical environment and 

12	Karatani’s essay describes the pointless passion in trivial things displayed by “Boku,” the first  
person male narrator in Murakami’s early novels, as a “transcendental self-consciousness,” which can be 
explained as a posture taken to claim superiority over people who strive seriously toward a goal.  Using 
the example of Pinball, 1973, Karatani claims that together with such elements as the elimination of 
proper names and an abundant use of numerals, this “transcendental self-consciousness” erases historicity  
from the “landscape” of Murakami’s early works.

13	The story was first published in the literary magazine Gunzō, September issue, 1980.  Murakami 
considered this work “a failed work [written with] ambition” and it was not collected into any of his 
separate volumes.  See “jisaku wo kararu” [“On my own works”] in Murakami, Murakami Haruki 
zensakuhin [Complete Works of Murakami Haruki] 4, xi.
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atmosphere, to search for a woman he has admired since early youth.  As in the 
novel, the hero works at the town’s library to sort old dreams, and the woman 
is his assistant.  The plot is largely the same as the EW strand in the long novel, 
though the mood is more somber.  For example, the story’s beginning is domi-
nated by the motif of death.  The two stories also differ drastically in their end-
ings.  In the earlier work, despite his affection for the library assistant, the hero 
decides to go back to his old world.  He says to the woman: “But time is still 
flowing outside the Town.  The beasts die, and so do the shadows. . . .  I cannot 
get [them] off my mind” (89-90, my translation).  After a difficult journey, he 
and his shadow return to their old world.  The story ends with a short section 
titled “Finally,” in which the hero reminisces about his experience in the Town 
and his earlier days.

The altered ending indicates a shift in the author’s utopian vision.  By 
showing the impossibility to demarcate the boundary between the utopia and 
its reverse, the novel points to the impossibility of utopia.  But the protagonist’s 
decision to explore life in the Wood—a place which did not exist in the earlier 
story—shows his hope of searching for an alternate way of living still survives.   
Murakami describes this new arrangement as “fictionality in duality”—fictionality  
of the Town plus that of the Wood.  He says such duality endows the story’s 
ending with a new, positive meaning: “. . . It might be self-escapism if [the pro-
tagonist] stayed in the Town abiding to its rules and system.  But going one step 
further and entering into the enigmatic, chaotic Wood is by no means escapist” 
(Koyama 138, my translation).

I agree that the ending to some extent shows determination and self-asser-
tiveness.  Whereas leaving with the Shadow would imply a defense of the status 
quo after a failed experiment with utopianism, moving into an alternate world 
within the alternate world is an act of actively rejecting both the real world 
and the Town.  The enigmatic Wood creates a redemptory tone for the story’s 
ending.  The protagonist believes that by going through material hardship and 
physical deprivation in the Wood he will find “the key to my [his] own creation” 
(399).  From our standpoint of seeing the novel as a social critique, the ending 
implies that while neither material affluence nor social perfection attained by 
negating or suppressing individuality will lead humankind to utopia, by “re-
covering the mind,” or endeavoring to understand the amorphous self, human 
existence can at least be saved from meaninglessness and purposelessness.  Also, 
the protagonist’s determination to go on another quest highlights an essential 
point in utopian discourse: utopia is to be conceived as a process, not a goal.  
Moylan explicitly states that “utopian narrative is first and foremost a process,” 
a process that “. . . must be held open as a symbolic resolution of historical con-
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tradictions that finds its importance not in the particulars of those resolutions 
but in the very act of imagining them, in the form of utopia itself ” (39, italics 
original).  Walsh also observes that “to be utopian is simply to have a utopian 
sense of direction, and work at it” (56).  Identifying utopia as a process nullifies 
the question of whether time exists in utopia, a key issue in utopian discourse.14   
Process implies linear time and hence if we conceive utopia not as a state but as 
a process, the notion of utopia will no longer be in contradiction with “humanity’s 
unchanging need for growth, creativity, and change itself ” (Morson 121).

In brief, through the creation of the Wood, the author tries to break away 
from the usual binarism in utopian narratives.  Whereas the enigmatic Wood in 
this novel is no more than a vague concept, in a later novel, Kafka on the Shore, 
the wood develops into a comforting, solacing zone.15  An important setting  
of this unconventional novel is a mountain forest, where the young hero en-
counters some bizarre, and yet warming and inspiring experience.  The deep 
wood analogizes one’s unconscious mind, which is equally mysterious and un-
fathomable.16  Delving deeply into the dark area of one’s mind can be an un- 
settling experience, just as it is dangerous penetrating into a thick wood.  Yet 
it is possible to gain immense insight through confronting the hopes and fears 
hidden in the deepest corner of one’s mind.  Such moments of introspection can 
be enlightening and therapeutic.  In this way, the Wood in the novel under dis-
cussion prefigures the author’s later theme of making use of one’s inner resources 
to fight against the centrifugal forces of the chaotic external world. 

Lastly, it has to be stressed once more that the novel’s ending foregrounds 
memory and self, the recovery of which is the purpose of the protagonist’s self-
imposed exile.  This brings to mind Jameson’s idea of memory being the origin 
of utopian thinking: 

14	Christianity envisions a future when all of the former are gone and “there should be time no longer”  
(Revelation, 10:6).  The incongruity between time, which is, in a sense, synonymous with changes, and 
the state of perfection, which implies immunity to changes, is addressed differently in many novels that 
focus on utopianism.  Dostoevsky’s The Possessed is an example.  Echoing the Christian belief in the 
timelessness that is to come, Kirillov, the suicidal nihilist in the novel, states that “When all mankind 
attains happiness then there will be no more time, for there’ll be no need of it . . . [the idea of time] will 
be extinguished in the mind” (213).

15	Murakami has mentioned that he had initially intended to write Kafka of the Shore as a sequel to 
Hard-boiled Wonderland and the End of the World.  While the two novels tell two completely different 
stories, they share a common feature of adopting a parallel structure, through which the author explores 
the connection between one’s conscious and unconscious self.  See Kelts “Quake II.”

16	Koyama Tetsurō has discussed the connection between Hard-boiled Wonderland and the End of 
the World and Kafka of the Shore, focusing on the motif of the wood in the two novels.  See “konton 
no mori” (The Chaotic Wood) in Koyama, Murakami Haruki wo yomitsukusu [A Thorough Reading of  
Murakami Haruki], 134-50.   
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Now the origin of Utopian thinking becomes clear, for it is memory which serves 
as a fundamental mediator between the inside and the outside, between the psycho-
logical and the political. . . .  It is because we have known, at the beginning of life,  
a plenitude of psychic gratification, because we have known a time before all repres-
sion . . . that memory, even the obscured and unconscious memory of that prehis-
toric paradise in the individual psyche, can fulfill its profound therapeutic, epistemo-
logical, and even political role. (Jameson 113)

Murakami’s work of science fiction focuses on the detrimental effect of distorted 
and abandoned memory because this time-related mental faculty is an essential 
constituent of the self.  As with most utopian narratives, the novel does not aim 
at creating and narrating the perfect condition.  It gives a powerful description 
of how human-altered memory and social amnesia, together with other diseases 
of modern society reflected through the hero’s adventure, lead to an anti-utopia.
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《世界末日與冷酷異境》裡的時間及 
烏托邦概念

摘　要

本文主要討論村上春樹《世界末日與冷酷異境》裡的烏托邦概念。通過

探討小說的時間結構，說明故事裡的「烏托邦」概念流露了對現代都市社會的

種種不安，並與八十年代日本的社會經濟情況息息相關。這本小說敘述兩個存

在於不同時空的世界，一個是科技先進的現代都會，另一個是古老小城，兩個

世界相異又相連，形成一種辯證式的對立。作者以此批判現實社會，指出現代

都市的各種弊端。發生在繁華大都會的故事反映都市人的命運如何受各種社會

體制操縱、現代社會的過度物質主義等，具烏托邦色彩的平靜小鎮則批評盲

目、不重視個人的集團意識及服從主義。這部科幻小說間接亦提出了歷史的重

要性。以物質為中心的商業社會往往只著眼現在而忽略歷史的重要性，小說主

角的記憶錯亂，代表與過去失去連繫帶來的混亂狀態。文章最後談到小說的結

局，提出作者在小說最後部分突出記憶及自我的主題，以突破烏托邦概念的二

元性的觀點。

關鍵字：《世界末日與冷酷異境》，村上春樹，烏托邦，文學裡的時間，當代

日本小說


