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ABSTRACT 

This thesis discusses six fictional works by Banana Yoshimoto (Tsugumi, 

Kitchen, Moonlight Shadow, N.P., Kanashii YSkan, Amrita) in light of their depiction 

of different areas of societal change in Japan such as feminism, the dissolution of the 

nuclear family, the focus on the individual instead of society and contemporary literary 

tendencies such as postmodern ideas. 

Yoshimoto describes her characters' feeling of instability and of being lost in a 

world of rapid social change. Her stories often start in a postmodern setting and with 

characters who resemble those of shojo manga, and then turn to depict (quite un-

postmodem) the individual's search for the own identity and meaning in life. 

Interestingly, the new meanings her protagonists find and the new bonds they form are 

based on modem concepts which include a redefinition of the family and of gender 

roles as well as spiritual connections which have their roots in traditional Japanese 

religion. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Banana Yoshimoto' has been called "the soul and sous-chef of Japan's 20-

somethings"", "one of the premier Japanese writers of the decade"^ and the writer who 

created "banana fever""* upon publication of her first novel Kitchen in Japan. 

As one of the most popular writers among young ~ particularly female —Japanese, 

Banana Yoshimoto, bom MahokoYoshimoto in 1964 in TokyS, might be considered to 

have achieved the rank of spokesperson of the young Japan. She also is the daughter of 

the famous Japanese poet and literary critic Takaaki Yoshimoto who was actively 

involved in the radical student movement of the 1960's in Japan. ̂  Banana Yoshimoto's 

works, published between 1988 and 1996, have been translated into many foreign 

languages and have reached widespread popularity also among American and European 

readers. She writes mainly novels, but her publications also include a collection of short 

stories {Tokage, in English Lizard) and several collections of essays {Famirii, 

Painappuriri). "She is a member of the new generation of Japanese novelists [who] 

achieved cult status in Japan, with books frequently selling millions of copies in hard

' Throughout this paper Japanese names will be written in the Western custom of giving first the first 
name and then the last name. 
- Richard Corliss, "Love and Soup. Banana Yoshimoto's 'Kitchen' hits the screen". Time Vfapayinft 14 
April 1997, vol.149, n.15 
^ Internet source: alLculture-, httpy/www.pathfinder.com/altculture/aentries/y/yoshimotox.html 
* Sachiko Schieibeck, Japanese Women Novelists in the 20"* Century. 1994, p.321 
^ or in a different reading of the Chinese characters in his name: Rimei Yoshimoto 
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cover editions alone.'"^ Her writing has been described as "lucid, earnest and disarming 

— emotionally observant [and] fluently readable."^ 

She also chose a penname, which has been widely discussed. While some see in 

the name 'Banana' a consumable item as a symbol of postmodernism, others regard it 

as a "juxtaposition of contemporary and traditional Japanese culture."^ Again others 

point to the traditional aspect of the name as she follows in the footsteps of the famous 

poet Basho who named himself after the banana plant. Banana Yoshimoto herself 

claims that her love for the banana plant, in fact, is the true reason for the choice of her 

name,® implying that this is a "dedication to the great tradition of Japanese poetics."'° It 

could be said that the choice of her penname already indicates the variety of elements, 

both traditional and modem, that are combined in her stories. 

Altogether Banana Yoshimoto has published ten novels and seven essays in 

Japan, a few of which have been translated into foreign languages. She won literary 

prizes for all her works written between 1987 and 1989. Her first short story. Moonlight 

Shadow, which was, in fact, her graduation thesis in 1986, won the award of the 

Humanities Department of Nihon University where she majored in art and literature. 

Kitchen, her second published story, received the annual award for the best new author 

® Heibert Mitgang, "Letter From TokyO: Brando, the Stones and Banana Yoshimoto", New York Times 
Book Review. 8 July 1990, p. 13 
' Michiko Kakutani, "Very Japanese, Very American and Very Popular^, New York Times. 12 Jan. 
1993, P.C15 
® Alev Adil, "Story 98", Times Literary Supplement 10 June 1994, p.24 
' Banana Yoshimoto, Painappurin. p.23 



of ih&Kaien magazine in 1987." Sankuchuari (Sanctuary) was shortlisted for tiie 

Akutagawa Prize, one of the most renowned literary prizes of Japan.She also won 

many prizes for Utakata and Tsugumi and was recently awarded the Murasaki Shikibu 

Prize for her novel Amrita. Two of her novels, Kitchen and Tsugumi, have been made 

into films. 

It has to be asked what triggered this immediate success of a young writer, now 

in her thirties, and what attracts and connects young people all over the world to her 

works. One of the reasons might be her style, which is influenced by manga, Japanese 

comic books, which enjoy an immense popularity in Japan. Banana Yoshimoto has 

often been criticized for closeness in style and in the choice of her plots to shojo 

manga, comic strips about the lives of young women, which are particularly popular 

among young women in Japan. Thus, it might not be possible to compare her style of 

writing, which has often been described as straightforward and simple, using a "first 

person perspective and a natural approach,'"^ to such well-known writers as Natsume 

Soseki or Ryunosuke Akutagawa. This direct and clear style breaks with the traditions 

of Japanese literature, however, it also seems to offer for young people the opportunity 

of a more direct approach to a subject, mostly the situation of a young woman's life in 

Georgio Armitrano, "Das Phaenomen Banana Yoshimoto", Banana Yoshimoto. Kitchen. German 
edition. Zuerich 1992, p.203 
" Yoshiko Inagaki, Banana Yoshimoto. Bestselline Author of Japan's New Generation. Master's 
Thesis, San Diego State University, Fall 1991 

Sachiko Shibata Schierbeck and Marlene Edelstein, "Yoshimoto Banana'^, Japanese Women 
Novelists in the 20"* Centurv: 104 Biographies. 1990-1993. p.321 



contemporary Japanese society. This, however, reflects a cultural change which is 

taking place within Japanese society: an orientation towards Western cultures and 

towards the fast-paced life of the post-industrial, consumer-oriented so-called 

'postmodern' society. While she "captures, in a sensitive manner, the reality of young 

people's lives in contemporary Japan,""* she also describes their lives as Westernized, 

pointing out the "clash between modem and traditional forces in Japan,"which has 

been a topic of Japanese literature since the opening of Japan to the West. 

It seems that the real value of her work lies in her depiction of the life of 

Japanese women today, their lives within a society in which most traditional belief 

systems and values do not hold anymore, and her intricate description of young 

people's search for their own, individual path in a world marked by societal changes 

and personal tragedy. It might be argued that this search for new ways as well as the 

closeness to trendy Western cultures might be factors that have positively affected the 

reception of Banana Yoshimoto in Japan. 

Yoshimoto's works, therefore, have been compared to popular American works 

that deal with the struggle of young people trying to find their way in a postmodern 

" Jeff Wyrick. "Kitchen" 
Yoshiko Yokochi Samuel, "N.?.", World Literature Today, vol.69, n.l, p.229 
Herbert Mitgang, "Letter From Tokyo: Brando, the Stones and Banana Yoshimoto", The New York 

Times Book Review. 8 July 1990, p. 13; 
See also Lucy Atkins "Banana Yoshimoto. Lizard", The Times Literary Supplement 1995: vol.4816, 
p.22: "A spirit of reconciliation and interconnection pervades the stories, each of which deals 
differently with the synthesis of tradition and modernity in contemporary Japanese culture." 
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society, such as Salinger's "The Catcher in the Rye".'® Her status as a representative of 

her generation is reflected and strengthened by the fact that an English translation of her 

book Kitchen was added to each press kit for foreign journalists at the G-7 summit of 

the leading industrial democracies in Tokyo in 1993.'^ 

In her novels, contemporary Japan is depicted "with its mesh of popular 

American food and culture" -®and thus, the characters do not only live a "fast-paced life 

of eating street-stand ramen and sleeping around", they also listen to American pop 

music, for example Nirvana." Lizard, a collection of short stories published in 1996, is 

accordingly dedicated in memory of Kurt Cobain, the lead singer of the American band 

Nirvana, who committed suicide in 1996. Herbert Mitgang remarks "how dramatically 

different the characters in this fiction are from those in the classic Japanese literature of 

the recent past. (Yoshimoto is) obviously influenced by the fast-paced action, racy 

language, casual sex and laid-back attitudes of contemporary American novelists.""® 

One purpose of this thesis is to examine Yoshimoto's success and her 

importance within the canon of contemporary literature, in part because previous 

studies (such as those quoted above) seem somewhat superficial attempts at 

explanation. However, her writing must also be acknowledged for its inclusion of 

German edition of Yoshimoto's Kitchen, cover blurt) from 'Der Tagesspiegel', Berlin; and Albert 
Howard Carter in, "Kitchen by Banana Yoshimoto", Studies in Short Fiction. Fall 1993; vol.30, n.4, 
p.614 
" John Whittier Treat, "Yosliimoto Banana's 'Kitchen', or the Cultural Logic of Consumerism", Lise 
Skov and Brian Moeran (ed.) Women. Media, and Constmiption in Japan. Richmond (UK), 1995, p.274 

David A. Berona, "Kitchen", Library Jmimal. Dec. 1992, p. 182 



traditional literary topics and concepts such as the awareness of the fleetingness of life 

and at the same time the eternal circles of life, the spiritual presence of the souls of the 

dead and their worship. These traditional elements, as part of a somewhat postmodern 

society, constitute one of the interesting aspects of Yoshimoto's literature. 

Secondary literature on Yoshimoto's works is produced in large numbers in 

Japan and to an increasing extent in the US and some European countries. This thesis 

will compare six of her stories in a comprehensive manner to show general tendencies 

and topics within her works.^' This will allow for a better understanding of the 

individual works as well as her intentions and her possible message to the reader across 

all of her writings, in contrast to most studies on her literature which cover one or two 

of her stories at a time or look at her literature from only one aspect in very general, 

non-specific terms. 

The secondary literature used here is taken from a variety of literary magazines 

such as Gunzo and comprehensive literary studies on Japanese women's literature or on 

Banana Yoshimoto exclusively. The articles in English and German have been taken 

from literary magazines as well as societal magazines and newspapers. I used both 

" see Diane Simon, "Spirit Worlds", The Nation. Aug. 11/18, 1997, p.30 
Herbert Mitgang, "Letter From Tokyo", p. 13 
These stories are Kitchen. Moonlight Shadow. N.P.. Amrita. Tsueumi and Kanashii Yokan. The first 

four are available in English, Tsugunu is available in German, while Kanashii Vnkan just like her 
essay collections Famirii and Painappnrin and some of the discussed secondary literature is only 
available in J^anese. 



English and Japanese sources to provide a broader image of her reception, not only in 

Japan but also in the USA. 

As Yoshimoto is a female novelist writing mainly about women in 

contemporary Japan, it will be interesting and important to explore more deeply the 

type and role of the women she portrays. While she seems to describe the lives of 

independent women, she has still been criticized by feminists for putting them into a 

mostly traditional setting in the house. Another purpose of this thesis is to research 

Banana Yoshimoto's stance with regard to women's roles in her literature and to 

possibly describe her role within Japanese women's literature. 

Banana Yoshimoto has been considered postmodern by many, e.g. Treat, Otsuka 

, Mitsui and Washida, and, thus, I will also look at her stories in light of some 

principles of postmodern literature and culture. The postmodern stand of the 

disintegration of meta-narratives and all-encompassing societal or religious principles is 

a common element, particularly at the begirming, of nearly all her stories. In connection 

with this principle, Yoshimoto provides a setting in her stories which reveals the 

dissolution of hierarchical structures and an orientation of her protagonists towards 

horizontal ones. In cormection with her stance as a woman writing about women and as 

possibly a postmodern writer, I will also compare her female protagonists to those in 

the women's comics which are associated with postmodern culture, shojo manga. 
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Yoshimoto's works have often been compared to shojo manga, and she herself has 

named this literary category as one of her major literary influences. 

I will argue that Yoshimoto includes elements from all these concepts in her 

stories and often combines them in an interesting and unique way. While the 

application of the concepts of postmodernism, shojo culture and women's literature 

seems to imply that she is a very modem, or postmodern, writer, I will also show that 

she includes several elements which are traditionally Japanese. Such elements include 

supernatural experiences and spiritual connections among people, which originate in 

traditional Japanese beliefs. This spirituality has also found its way into modem 

Japanese society as have many highly popular new religions and sects, which are 

particularly popular among young Japanese women today. These groups include into 

their belief system a spiritual search for a connection with the spirits of the dead. Thus, 

this spiritual concept which draws on traditional Japanese religious belief might show 

Banana Yoshimoto's roots in traditional Japan while she describes at the same time life 

in the highly Westemized, highly modem Japanese culture. In fact, the combination of 

these two different backgrounds might suggest a close relationship between her works 

and contemporary Japanese society, which makes her a valid representative of young 

Japanese today and accounts for some of her popularity. While the traditional elements 

have been neglected in many available studies on Yoshimoto's literature, it appears that 

they constitute a vital part of her writing. Studying both the traditional and the elements 



of contemporary arts and society will allow for a more well-rounded picture of Banana 

Yoshimoto's 'world' and message. 

In the following chapters I will discuss Yoshimoto's stories Kitchen, Moonlight 

Shadow, Tsugumi, N.P., Kanashii Yokan and Amrita in light of postmodern, feminist, 

religious and traditional concepts. These concepts will be explained in more detail when 

applied directly to her works. This will offer a clearer picture of her connectedness to a 

variety of literary and societal principles and her ability to combine them in a new way, 

which might shed new light on contemporary Japanese thought and society. 
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n. BANANA YOSmMOTO AS A WRITER OF WOMEN'S AND SHOJO 

STORIES 

To allow for a better interpretation of Banana Yoshimoto's literature, it will be 

helpful to look at the development of the role of women within Japanese society. 

n.1. Women in Japan 

As a female writer Banana Yoshimoto's choice of women protagonists is quite 

striking as they lead considerably untraditional lives while they still hang on to some 

traditional concepts. Thus, she combines traditional ideas of the role of women within 

the household and their responsibilities and power within a family with more 

untraditional concepts of women's individual independence, which allows them to 

make their own choices in life. A look at the development of the role of women in 

Japan and of some feminist ideas will clarify their social standing within Japanese 

society today. 

Three basic positions of feminism are; 

a) a conscious stand in opposition to male defamation and mistreatment of women; 

b) a belief that the sexes are culturally, not just biologically, formed; a belief that 

women were a social group shaped to fit male notions about defective sex; 
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c) a desire for a truly general conception of humanity opposing prejudice and 

narrowness". 

The second and third points are of particular interest with regard to Yoshimoto's works, 

as gender is treated more like a cultural construct than an inherently natural one in 

many of her stories. 

In ancient Japan women possessed strong religious and spiritual power, but also 

economic and individual rights. There was a marriage-pattern centered on the woman's 

family and household, which meant that upon marriage the husband would move into 

the woman's household. Also, both husband and wife continued to hold possessions 

independently in marriage and in divorce. From the to 8"^ centuries AD Japan 

adopted much of the patriarchal Chinese ideals and institutions (partly Confucian and 

partly Buddhist principles), which provided the legal and ideological framework for the 

diminished status of women.^ 

In the workforce, however, women were still indipensable and they were "less 

subject to violence and less isolated from men in Japan than in certain other cultures.""'* 

In addition, while traditional Buddhist movements focussed on men's salvation, popular 

Buddhist sects in the Kamakura period (1185-1333) offered equal access to salvation 

regardless of sex, status or occupation. In Japan, immense social changes, which 

started with the Meiji Restoration in 1868 and the opening of Japan toward the West, 

- see Chens Kramarae and Paula A. Treichler, A Feminist Dictionary, p. 158. 
^ Hitomi Tomomiua, "J^an, Ancient", Helen Tieraey (ed.), p.255/256. 



"created new opportunities for women and led ultimately to their demand for political 

and other social rights."^ 

These facts prove to be of interesting value in this context, as the women 

Yoshimoto portrays have a remarkable and natural understanding of their own strength 

and a feeling of equality in rights and opportunities. Importantly, this attitude does not 

necessarily reflect the situation of Japanese women today. However, the strong position 

of women, which Yoshimoto is suggesting in a subtle way, seems to have its roots in 

some of the societal standards and beliefs of ancient and medieval Japan. 

After the forced opening of Japan to the West and with the Meiji Restoration, 

the Meiji Civil Code of 1898 reflected traditional family law and ideology, and the 

Meiji ideal of women as "good wives and wise mothers" (ryosai kembo) remained 

strong. However, liberal ideas from the West were increasingly accepted, which 

resulted in campaigns for women's suffrage and other rights until military suppression 

of the late 1930s. 

Presently there are approximately 140 women's organizations in Japan, the 

Japanese postwar constitution of 1945 guarantees equal rights for women (Article 14), 

and the Equal Employment Opportunity Law was passed in 1986. However, the 

realization of these legal statutes is often lagging and even today, "a 'normal' woman is 

Kodansha, Encyclopedia of Japan, p.257. 
" Kodansha. Encyclopedia of Japan. Tokyo, p.268. 



a married woman (and) single women continue to face social, political, and economic 

discrimination."^^ 

In this light, the depiction of Banana Yoshimoto's female protagonists is of 

particular interest as they are usually either single or divorced. This kind of description 

of women's lives in contemporary Japan is not uncommon among Japanese women 

writers. Writers like Oba Minako, Tsushima Yuko and Yamada Eimi depict the social, 

emotional and sexual lives of single and divorced women in contemporary Japan. These 

stories cannot necessarily be taken as an accurate representation of societal changes 

since they are fictional. However, they do seem to reflect a way of thinking and suggest 

certain changes taking place in women's lives. The lives of Banana Yoshimoto's mostly 

female characters differ profoundly from those of women in Japan before or 

immediately after the war. Even though women's situation on the job market is 

changing very slowly in today's Japan, women have many opportunities. Political rights 

and individual freedom have grown and there are many young women today who, 

instead of getting married after high school, decide to stay single for a while, save their 

money and travel around the world with their girlfriends. These young women are often 

referred to as shojo and they are frequently the topic of pop songs and comic strips 

(manga). One of the reasons for Yoshimoto's success is considered to be her ability to 

^ Jennifer Robertson, "Japan: Post-Meiji", Helen Tiemey (ed.). Women's Studies Encyclopedia, 
vol.ni: Literature. Arts, and Learning, p.262. 
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capture the emotions and thoughts of young women in a realistic manner. "As far as 

young women are concerned, Yoshimoto's stories read like shojo mcmgar'̂  

As stated above, Yoshimoto refers to shojo manga as one of the strong 'literary' 

influences on her writing and her protagonists resemble in many ways the women 

protagonists in shojo manga. Shojo manga writers and editors Otsuka Eiji and 

Iwadate Mariko, who started publishing in the 1970's, are considered to have the 

strongest influence on Banana Yoshimoto. The group of shojo writers these two belong 

to is called the 24ers as they were bom around the year ShSwa 24 (1948). They 

successfully capture the "eternity of shojo''̂ , that is, they successfully preserve shojo 

life in their stories although it constitutes only a very short period in women's real 

lives. "Surely, Banana Yoshimoto's stories have a history of selling 100,000 copies 

upon publication and incorporate shojo manga, which describe [tsiichifcau] 

contemporary culture and leave no doubt about the expansion of women's culture 

[sonzai\\^° Horikiri also stresses that a "new star [Banana Yoshimoto] has been bom 

from [the inside of] the system of merchandise called ''shojo', which continues to be 

influential merchandise all around the world".^' Banana Yoshimoto writes about young 

women of contemporary Japan, although their lifestyles (as I will argue) do not exactly 

" Hiroyuki Nanba, "Yoshimoto Banana, 'mangasedai no junbungaku"' (Yoshimoto Banana, the Pure 
Literatm'e of the Manga Generation), In: Jdsei Sakka no Shinru, p.319. 
® Takayuki Mitsui and Koyota Washida, Banana Yoshimoto Shinwa. TokyS, 1985, p.55. 
^ Takayuki Mitsui and Koyata Washida, Banana Yoshimoto Shinwa. TolwZy, 1989, p.57. 

Naoto Horikiri "Onna wa dokyo, shojo wa aikyo", ShSio Ron (Essays on Shojo), p. 114/115. 
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fit the shojo lifestyle. However, she does make the changing situation of women in 

modem day Japan the main focus of her writing, while going beyond the "ordinary" 

Japanese woman's situation today. Given this information, the examination of Banana 

Yoshimoto's works in light of the Japanese shojo culture seems inevitable for an 

explanation of her widespread success and for a more thorough understanding of her 

stories. 

n.2. Definition of Shojo 

While ShDJo, which literally means 'small girlwas simply the Japanese 

expression for a cute high school girl, this concept has changed somewhat with the 

creation and increasing importance of the shojo manga. Shojo manga are comics about 

the lives of young - mostly high school — girls and are often quite romantic and very 

peer oriented in content. They are extremely popular among young Japanese and have 

also had an influence on Banana Yoshimoto's fiction, as she readily admits herself. 

These comic strips focus mainly on the lives of young women on the verge of 

adulthood. These women are not married, but go to college or work. These women lead 

a very untraditional life of female friendships, travels abroad, of dating, and of 

spending lots of money on fashion. They are often more interested in immediate 

pleasure and fun than in long term family planning. 

Naoto Horikiri "Onna wa dokyo, shSjo wa aikyo", p. 114/115. 
See Banana Yoshimoto, Painappuiin. pp. 122-32. 
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After World War II "^shdjo manga started as a subcategory ofshonen manga or 

boys comics.At the beginning they were usually written by men. However, by the 

mid-sixties most shojo manga writers were usually women, and sometimes male writers 

had to take on a female pseudonym in order to appear credible and be successful.^"* 

There were essentially two different developments within shojo manga. The 

early shojo manga writers, depict the lives of young girls, their romantic dreams and 

imagination, and their platonic love relationships. In the 1970's, however, a different 

type of shdjo manga developed with Dcue Miaya and Mugutaku, who wrote the famous 

"Hotto rodo" (Hot road), as their most popular representative work. As this title 

suggests these stories were often sexually explicit or depicted untypical gender roles. In 

these stories, gender roles were occasionally blurred. 

John Whittier Treat defines shojo as a concept strongly connected to "Japanese 

late-model consumer capitalism"^^ and postmodern society. The main difference he 

detects in the change of concept from women to shojo is that women in the past were 

part of the production process of goods and their work constituted a vital and essential 

aid to the survival of the family or the community. The shojo of capitalist society, 

however, does not produce but consumes the products produced by someone else. They 

Rumi Terao. A Studv of Yoshimoto Banana: "The Influence of ShSjo Manga and Her Five Favorite 
Themes", unpublished paper, Dec.l997, p.3. 
^ See Giorgio Amitrano, "Das Phaenomen Banana Yoshimoto", Banana Yoshimoto, Kitchciu German 
edition, p. 196. 

Treat, "Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home: Shojo Culture and the Nostalgic Subject", The Journal of 
Japanese Studies. p.280. 
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are '"off the production line', lacking any real referent in the 'economy' of postmodern 

Japan".^® The editor and writer Otsuka Eiji sees this shojo attitude as a characteristic of 

all contemporary Japanese. "Our existence is only a distribution and consumption of 

'things' brought to us from somewhere else, that we play with."^^ Consumerism 

certainly plays an important role among young shojo women in Japan, who often earn 

their own money as office ladies, are not married (and do not want to be married yet) 

and still live at their parents' place. These women have large amounts of money at their 

disposal and are a major target of Japanese advertising strategies. 

Horikiri's argument stretches along similar lines. In his article "Onna wa dokyo, 

shojo wa aikyo"^®, he differentiates between the traditional 'woman' of the past and the 

shojo of today.. He claims that the concept of shojo stems from a mixture of two 

different sources of influence. One is the German concept of family (and its role of the 

mother of the 19"'' century) in which the woman's main task was to stay at home, take 

care of the children and the husband, and be obedient and humble in doing so. The tasks 

and areas of women could be summarized in the popular phrase about the three K's; 

Kinder, Kueche, Kirche (children, kitchen, church). The other influence for Japanese 

woman was the opportunity for women since the late IP"* century to get a more 

extensive education at school, where they often lived in dormitories.^' Horikiri claims 

Treat, "Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home", p.281. 
" StsukaEiji, Shoio minzokueaku. Tokyo, 1991, p.l8. 

Women have mettle, shojo have charm. 
" Naoto Horikiri, ibid., p. 109. 



that the 'new woman', the shojo, ends up being not as strong and not as able as the 

traditional woman."^ 

Jennifer Robertson also characterizes shojo as "not-quite-female-females,'"" that 

is females between puberty and marriage who are not considered adults yet, since 

adulthood for women includes marriage and motherhood. This stage hardly existed for 

women in Japan prior to World War n because they got married early in life and their 

work was mostly confined to the home and family. Thus, being shojo means being at a 

specific stage in a young woman's life, but it also means a certain attitude towards life; 

a lack of belief in traditional values or belief systems. 

On the other hand, Horikiri defines shojo as calm and somewhat passive in 

leading their lives. They do not really have the strength or willingness to take 

responsibility and take charge of their ov/n and of others' lives. The knowledge of 

cultural etiquette, according to Horikiri, is mainly a fafade, a superficial trait. 

According to Horikiri, this aspect represents the rather superficial world of shojo, while 

women display less superficial elegance but more depth of character and strength. 

Another aspect of shojo alongside this lack of responsibility is the lack of adult 

sexuality. As Treat claims, shojo are often cute (kawaii) and the "shojo's own sexual 

energy, directed as it is towards stuffed animals, pink notebooks, strawberry crepes, and 

Naoto Horikiri, ibid., p. 115. 
He explains that the story "Hanamonogatari'"'° could be called a shojo story and became popular in 
Taisho 5 
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Hello Kitty novelties, is an energy not yet deployable in the heterosexual economy of 

adult life in Japan"There is, thus, an aesthetic quality in shojo and her world is 

supposed to be cute. This, of course, also hints at an intellectual immaturity. Along with 

this focus on outside appearance, there is a lack of convictions and lack of a belief 

system, which also connects to an uncritical attitude towards life's events. 

In shojo, as they are portrayed in shojo manga, there is often a tendency (if only 

slight) to homosexuality.''^ Young women can feel or sense a special bond with each 

other that they never share with men and which is based on the same basic 

understanding of their world.'^ 

This topic of homosexuality or sexual ambiguity has been a common 

characteristic of shojo manga since the 1970's. The topic of male homosexuality is also 

an element of growing importance in manga for girls of a young age. Amitrano claims 

that the "theme of compassionate love, shown in its potential power of destruction, is 

removed into the safe zone of male homosexuality.'"*^ This way young girls can watch 

the emotions and actions which they feel attracted to from a safe distance. There is also 

•" Jennifer Robertson. "Gender-Bending in Paradise: Doing 'Female' and 'Male' In Japan", Genders. 
Summer 1989, no.5, p.50-69, p.56. 
•*" Treat, "Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home", p.281 

Takayuki Mtsui and Koyata Washida, Banana Yoshimoto Shinwa. p.58. 
Naoto Horikiri, "Onna wa dokyo, shojo wa aikyo", In: ShSio Ron (Essays on Shojo), Matsuda Honda, 

•IokylTI991,pp. 108-129. 
•" Giorgio Amitrano, "Das Phaenomen Banana Yoshimoto", p.l98. 
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a variety of manga which focus on unclear sexual identity, cross-dressing, and role-

plays (e.g. men posing as women)."® 

Otsuka Eiji points out, however, that this kind of lifestyle is presented in shoJo 

manga as something ordinary. This kind of ordinary life is not contrasted with the 

extraordinary, however, as was the case in more traditional Japanese literature. Mitsui 

Takayuki argues that the short period in a woman's life in which she is or can be a 

shojo, is the norm in shojo manga. Accordingly, what is new in shojo manga is that the 

shojo world is portrayed as the norm, although in reality it is not - but only a short time 

period within a woman's life. As in Banana Yoshimoto's stories, the outside world 

simply fades away. "So while they portray the 'ordinariness', I think the extraordinary 

time of the so-called shojo takes on a meaning of 'normal' and 'ordinary (everyday 

life)' and doesn't show us the extraordinariness of the place.As the ordinary is not 

presented as a contrast to extraordinary life, the stories become somewhat non-

oppositional. Events in them are not taken to criticize anything, they are simply taken as 

a given."® Mitsui and Washida also deny Treat's claim that shojo are only cute. 

According to them shojo have the ability to see clearly, who dominates society "because 

they do not stand at the same level as adults", and are somewhat "outside society"."' 

Riyoki Ikeda, Berusavu no bara (The Rose of Versailles), Tokyo, 1974. 
" Takayuki Mitsui and Koyata Washida, Banana Yoshimoto Shinwa. p. 58. 
^ See Mtsui and Washida, p.61. 

Mitsui and Washida, p.69/70. 
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However, they do not use this knowledge to criticize society or attempt to change it; 

they simply observe. 

Another aspect of shojo manga is variety of perspective from which one single 

scene can be shown - visually and with words - thus stories are not necessarily always 

told in chronological order. Typical methodology of shojo manga includes three 

different perspectives: that of "the writer", that of "the hero and a third person's 

perspective".^® Facing this range of aspects of shojo manga and knowing about Banana 

Yoshimoto's interest in them, it will be interesting to study in more detail in which 

ways her stories can be considered shojo stories and ways in which she goes beyond 

this concept. 

One element of shojo culture is the lack of strong male figures in the shojo's 

life. This shows in the missing father-figure as well as the type of fiiends the shojo 

make: they are either girls or not very masculine boys. To understand Yoshimoto's 

intentions and her world view, it will be necessary to have a close look at the 

description of the families in her stories, which are traditionally the smallest unit of 

people on which the strength of society draws. 

" Mitsui and Washida, p.65. 
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m. THE WOMEN* S WORLD 

As Banana Yoshimoto writes mainly about women's relationships, feelings, and 

thoughts in relation to Japanese contemporary society from a woman's perspective, I 

will research these aspects of her female protagonists' lives with regard to family 

relationships in general, partners, sexual relationships, and spiritual connection to the 

world that surrounds them. 

ni.l. The Fatherless Family 

To comprehend the change that has taken place within the role of women in 

Japanese literature and possibly Japanese society, we must examine more closely the 

concept of family as it is in Japan today and in the literature of Banana Yoshimoto. For 

example, the family and its values is one of the bases for a society, thus, societal 

changes often find their reflection in the family concept. 

Most of her main characters (or narrators) are young women who have 

graduated from high school and are either on their way into or out of university, and 

many of them work in part time jobs. This depiction of young and independent women 

at an age 'in-between' main stages of their lives is also typical of shojo culture. In her 

stories, the traditional family structure seems to have dissolved, and the women, neither 



'just' housewives, nor established as equals, are somewhat floating in a diffuse area 'in-

between'. Yoshimoto's women often do not follow the traditional ways in a society that 

was changed by the increasing influence from the West. Women in particular are left 

alone and searching for new ways in a seemingly unstable world. 

Thus, neither Kazami nor Sui in N.P., Tsugumi and Maria in Tsugumi, Mikage 

in Kitchen, Satsuki \n Moonlight Shadow nor Yayoi and Yukino in Kanashii Yokan lead 

a conventional school or work (or baito= working in a temporary part-time job) life. All 

of them are from unconventional families, most of them fatherless. The narrator in 

N.P., Kazami, lives with her mother, an English teacher, after her father died in the US; 

her sister lives in England. Kazami's boyfnend, a translator of Japanese literary works 

into English who was many years her senior, committed suicide. Only her grandparents 

who live in Yokohama still seem to lead traditional Japanese lives; however, they do 

not play an important role in the story. The father of Kazami's mysterious friend Sui, a 

famous Japanese writer, also committed suicide and leaving Sui to lead most of her life 

alone. Both young women are somewhat adrift. They are driven through life by 

upcoming events, and do not initiate the events that shape their lives. They are lost in 

this world without guidance or 'fatherly love' in their lives. 

Different surveys conducted in 1983 in Japan revealed that one out of four 

couples who marry today divorce, and there is a divorce every 2 minutes and 57 
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seconds. While divorce in Japan has not reached the high percentages that exist in 

Western countries, it is obviously becoming more and more common. However, 

divorce is only accountable for about half of the households that exist without a father. 

About 36% of these households are fatherless because of death.^^ 

Both factors supply us with insightful background information and a possible 

explanation for Banana Yoshimoto's family settings. It has often been assumed that 

such public display of dissolution of the traditional nuclear family as portrayed in 

Yoshimoto's and other women writer's fiction is still uncommon in contemporary 

Japan. However, the statistics prove Yoshimoto's fiction to be not quite so far removed 

from reality in this respect and that her work might be considered a reflection on 

contemporary Japanese society. 

Another interesting factor in the 189,000 divorces in Japan in 1993, the highest 

number in history, is the so-called "retirement divorce".®^ Women divorce their 

husbands, who never spent any time at home while they were working, as soon as the 

husbands retire and end up spending most of their time at home. "Couples married 

twenty years or more represented over 15 percent of the total figure; moreover, in the 

majority of these cases the divorces were initiated by the wife."^"* Although divorce is a 

See Sodei Takako, "The Fatherless Family", Japan Quarterly. Jan-March 1985, Vol.32, No.l, p.78 
'=Ibid.,p.78. 
" Masanori Yamaguchi, "Men on the Threshold of Change", K.Fujimura-Fanselow and A.Kameda 
(ed.), Japanese Women: New Feminist Perspectives on the Past Present and Future. New York, 1995, 
p.248. 
^ Masanori Yamaguclii, "Men on the Threshold of Change", p.248. 



29 

relatively common phenomenon in Japan today, divorced women are still looked upon 

rather unsympathetically/^ However, they are at times respected as individuals since the 

concept of individualism has grown more influential and is slowly replacing the strict 

and traditional ie system. Accordingly, a strong position of women - single, married or 

divorced - has become more common and more public. Hikami calls this "the 

emergence of the strong wife - strong to the point of being overpowering - completely 

sure of herself and quick to give up on her husband for his shortcomings."^ As a result 

of seeing uncooperative husbands and of witnessing wives abandon their careers to 

become full-time housewives in their parents' generation, many young women are 

disillusioned and shy away from marriage. The result is an "age of nonmarriage"." 

Thus, Yoshimoto's characters are not completely in "a fantasy land far removed 

from reality" as Yokochi Samuel claims.^® While it is true that "familyless children, 

lesbianism, incest, telepathy and violent death"^' are part of many of her stories, these 

situations are exaggerations that reflect a changing reality in Japan today. They are set, 

however, before the background of the emotions of the protagonists, feelings of 

devastation, of longing and a search for happiness on a personal level. These elements 

are quite common phenomena not only in fiction but also in real life. In fact, her 

Masanori Yamaguchi, "Men on the Threshold of Change", p.278. 
^ Quoted in Sodei Takako, ibid., p.82. 
" Masanori Yamaguchi. "Men on the Threshold of Change", p.249. 

Yoshlko Yokochi Samuel," Banana Yoshimoto. N.P.", World Literature Today. Winter 1995, Vol.69. 
No.l,p.229. 
" ibid., p.299. 



narrations are popular because many people can very well relate to them and see 

connections to their own lives. While Yoshimoto's fiction is not necessarily a realistic 

depiction of Japanese everyday life, the observations so far seem to suggest that she 

captures some essence, undercurrent feelings and ideas, and societal tendencies of life 

in contemporary Japan in her stories. 

The topic of a lack of a father figure runs through all of Banana Yoshimoto's 

fiction. In Kitchen, Mikage is an orphan confronted with the death of her grandmother 

who had been her last surviving family member. She is lost and lonely finding the 

sound of the refrigerator in their kitchen the only consolation - until she meets some 

people who take her in and thus save her from her immediate (physical) loneliness. Her 

new host family is not traditional either. Yuichi's mother is dead and his father had 

operations done which transformed him into an attractive woman, Eriko. This is not 

described as something extraordinary, however. Rather this type of family seems to be 

working quite well and seems to give a loving environment to all members. While the 

family situation in N.P. is equally uncommon, this is not the case in all of Yoshimoto's 

stories. 

The main characteristic of the family situations in Amrita, Tsugumi, Kanashii 

Yokan and Kitchen is still the existence of substitute families that consist mainly of 

women. There exists a specific connection among the women which allows for a special 

way in which they relate to each other. Left alone by the men in their lives (with or 
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without this being their fault) in a world that is confusing, lonely and without guidance, 

they search for and often seem to find a bond mostly with other women, which provides 

them with a new support system. This makes them partners in the search for new ways 

to lead their lives. 

When describing Yoshimoto's unconventional - the so-called dysfunctional -

family of which there is a plentitude in her stories. Treat remarks that this concept is 

very untypical in Japan. In Yoshimoto's stories "the family is 'assembled'. ~ Blood ties 

and genealogy are less important than circumstance and simple human affinity."®' 

Traditionally, immense importance was placed on the family as the smallest unit that 

supports the bigger unit of the state in the Confucian state system and on blood ties 

within the Japanese society. Considering this Yoshimoto's concept seems quite 

revolutionary. 

The concept of family that Yoshimoto describes in her novels is strikingly 

different. Her families are often not created by marriage and procreation and do not 

prevail because of blood bonds. Everybody can become a member of the family. As 

Yoshimoto remarks herself: 

Wherever I go I end up turning people into a 'family' of my own. (...) What I 
call a family is still a group of fellow-strangers who have come together, and 
because there's nothing more to it than that we really form good relations with 
each other. It's hard for us to leave each other, and each time it does I think to 
myself that 'life is just saying good-bye.' But while it lasts there are a lot of 
good things, so I put up with it.®' 

^ Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home: Shojo Culture and the Nostalgic Subject", p.369. 
Banana Yoshimoto, Famirii. p.39. 
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These families seem to form almost accidentally, in a casual manner. The real 

bonds are created through coincidence and through spiritual bonds. These bonds, thus, 

just like most of the protagonists' lives in Yoshimoto's stories, are of the moment. They 

are created spontaneously or even somewhat accidentally as is the case for Mikage in 

Kitchen who is taken in by complete strangers. They can also be dissolved 

spontaneously as Maria's father's marriage in Tsugumi. Without a value judgment ever 

being made, the close personal bonds, even if deep at the time, are not necessarily 

lasting. This is how Sakumi, the young female narrator of the novel Amrita, describes 

her own family: 

Blood ties seemed unrelated to how we were living. (...) I believe that as long 
as there is someone in charge of the household, someone who can maintain 
order among its members, someone who is clearly mature and established as a 
person, someone, in other words, like my mother, then eventually all who live 
under the same roof, despite blood ties or lineage, will at one point become 
family.®^ 

But Sakumi goes beyond this realization: "If the same people don't spend enough time 

in a home, even if they are connected by blood, their bonds will slowly fade away like a 

familiar landscape."® 

This hints at the typical Japanese family situation of the 20"^ century 

industrialized society in which the husband considers the company he works for his 

® Banana Yoshimoto, Amrita. p.6. 
® Banana Yoshimoto, Amrita. p.6. 



family and spends hardly any time at all at home.^ People, even those connected by 

blood ties, are not necessarily an active and real part of a family anymore if they are 

never at home. Even if younger men are more open to change, they often are forced to 

put a preference on the company over their families. "It is the corporate system itself 

and the culture to which it has given birth which controls the men who work within 

it.'"^^ As a result, men seem to have faded from family life, the result of which, a strong 

female community, can be seen in Yoshimoto's stories. The real families here seem to 

be non-biological ones, consisting of people who care for each other and are often 

centered on one central person, who seems to hold everything together, most frequently 

the mother. Thus, while men are not necessary anymore for a functioning family apart 

from their financial support, women are vital to the family. This is also demonstrated in 

the fact that Yuichi's father in Kitchen has a sex change after the death of his Avife so 

that he can take on the role of the 'mother' for his/her son. The fathers — if existent -

are reduced to the role of the bread-winner and are otherwise emotionally and 

spiritually completely unattached to women's (or children's) lives. This in no true 

recreation of the traditional family. Members of the 'new' families always remain 

single individuals to some extent which allows for the spontaneous creation and 

dissolution of family bonds. 

^ see Charles D.Luimnis and Satomi Nakajima with Kumiko Fujimura-Fanselow and Atsuko Kameda," 
The Changing Portrait of Japanese Men. Dialogue", K.Fujimura-FanseIow and A.Kameda (ed.), 
Japanese Women, p.231. 
" ibid., p.232. 
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This is also the case in Tsugumi where the family of the young female narrator, 

Maria, consists only of her mother. Together they live with the family of her mother's 

sister (husband, wife and two daughters), in Lzu, a small town at the ocean. Maria's 

father is married to another woman and lives, separated from her, in Tokyo. However, 

in this story, the father eventually divorces his wife. He marries Maria's mother and 

moves both Maria and her mother with him to TSkyo, trying hard to make up for the 

missed family life. 

Maria's family consisted mainly of her mother and her aunt's family in which 

the husband again played a minor role. It is a family of women who support each other 

and are best friends at the same time. While Maria and her mother are painfully aware 

of the fact that their busy and comfortable life among women before the marriage will 

always be missing from their new life in Tokyo, they both acknowledge the new 

husband's efforts to create a comfortable and harmonious family home for all of them. 

However, this traditional family consisting of a father, a mother and a daughter appears 

to be an artificial construct (albeit a happy one) in comparison to the 'natural' family 

both women lived in before. In Toky5 they all must make an effort to be a happy 

family together while this was a natural given before. 

Because the three of us were involved in such an uncommon situation, we 
treated each other so kindly like members of a 'typical happy family' on a 
billboard. Every one of us tried not to show the mash of emotions that actually 
existed in the depths of our souls. Life is a play.®® 

Banana Yoshimoto, Tsugumi. p.42. 
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Thus, the traditional family is an artificial construct in contrast to the new concept of a 

family of women or peers, which is presented as the natural one. Again, Yoshimoto 

plays with the reversal of the ordinary and the extraordinary. The traditional family 

here is, however, based on love and care and thus, a positive one in this story. Maria's 

father explains that such emotions and such constructs as families can be and often are 

temporary. 

During the long time that I was separated from you and during which I often felt 
very lonely, I learned how important to me are the people who are closest to me: 
my family. It could happen, of course, that my opinion changed someday and 
that I will treat you and your mother unkindly - but that's life! Maybe someday 
the time will come when our hearts don't beat so closely together anymore, but 
exactly because of such times it is important to create many happy memories.®' 

Apart from the traditional family being something of an artificial construct, which all 

members have to work for in order to make it a happy one, here it also appears to be 

possibly a temporary one. Maria's father talks of the fleetingness of emotions and 

attachments to other people, similar to the narrator's remarks on various occasions. 

Maria's father concludes that the temporariness of things forces people to live life to the 

fullest and enjoy the happiness and friendship at the time you have them because they 

might be gone soon. This is not said with any feeling of bitterness. Rather, it seems to 

be a simple statement about certain unchangeable facts of life. The happiness or 

Tsugumi p.43/44. 



harmony of a good family life, thus, has to be cherished and all members here are 

clearly aware of this. 

In accordance with the life of shojo as a stage in Japanese women's lives, Maria 

remarks on the temporariness of friendships and the existence of separate circles in 

one's life. She realizes that life consists of different stages and that you have to finish 

one stage in order to move on. One of these stages is her life at the seaside with 

Tsugumi and her family. When she returns to Tokyo for good after a wonderful summer 

with Tsugumi she realizes: "from this point onward my new life will begin."®' 

The experience of living life in separate stages or episodes is also a topic in 

Kanashii Yokan. After Yayoi's parents die, the first 'episode' of her life ends. She is 

adopted into a family with a younger son, Tetsuo. While Yayoi's foster parents take 

good care of her, she also feels drawn towards her 'aunt' Yukino, who later reveals 

herself as her older sister. Yayoi's following search for the memory of her lost family is 

a third episode in the life of Yayoi during which she manages to bring the past to 

closure with the help of Yukino. Yukino herself suffered tremendously from the loss of 

her parents. She was nearly an adult at the time of the accident and did not want to be 

adopted into a new family. After her parents' death, she was not willing to form close 

bonds with people anymore. 

"Tsugumi. p. 170. 
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A similar change within the family life takes place in Kitchen and in Amrita. In 

Kitchen, Mikage goes from having no family at the beginning of the story when her 

grandmother dies, to a substitute family of a boy, Yuichi, who had befriended Mikage's 

grandmother earlier in her flower shop and his father Yuji, who had an operation done 

which transformed him into a woman, Eriko, after the death of his beloved wife. Eriko 

works in a nightclub. While highly unconventional, these strangers take Mikage in and 

make her feel completely at home. They become her family. The closeness of this 

family stems from an initial sympathy, compassion and understanding for one another. 

On the other hand it is the result of a similarity of experiences of the two juveniles, the 

painful loss of a beloved family member and the difficulty of dealing with the resulting 

feeling of loss and loneliness. Both end up as orphans when a former customer in the 

second part of the story stabs Eriko to death. . 

Both young people have to construct their lives completely anew, purely based 

on their own emotions and intentions. Society does not seem to intrude into these 

spheres (of the characters' lives). Society does not help these lonely young people, nor 

does it particularly obstruct their way of finding themselves and their way in life. It 

simply does not seem to exist anymore. There is no such all-embracing concept as a 

society anymore that has any lasting influence on the protagonists. People (at least the 

protagonists) exist only as individuals. Although they try to connect to other 

individuals and thus create new 'families', they still remain ofiten lonely individuals. A 
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group identity can rarely be detected, as every individual seems to struggle along their 

own lonely and sometimes happy path. The only element in their lives they have in 

common is the necessity to deal with the death of a loved one and the awareness of their 

own loneliness. 

In this context it is remarkable how the news of the sex transformation of 

Yuichi's father is received. Mikage is surprised but, in fact, accepts this extraordinary 

fact quite easily. And Yuichi explains this surgery in a very calm and natural manner: 

After my real mother died, Eriko quit her job, gathered me up, and asked 
herself, 'What do I want to do now?' What she decided was, "Become a 
woman.' She knew she'd never love anyone else. She says that before she 
became a woman she was very shy. Because she hates to do things halfway, she 
had everything 'done' from her to face to her whatever, and with the money she 
had left over she bought that nightclub. She raised me a woman alone, as it 
were.' He smiled. 'What an amazing life story! 

The fact of this reversal of sexuality, social standing, job and lifestyle is accepted as 

something unusual but understandable under the circumstances. This is what 5tsuka 

Eiji referred to when describing the ways of portraying unusual facts of life as 

something ordinary in shojo manga^° Again in Banana Yoshimoto's stories, someone 

was confronted with an extreme situation, the death of a beloved family member, and 

she shows his unusual way of dealing with it. As a result of this situation, the 

protagonists once again create a 'fatherless family', with Yuichi, his mother/father 

Eriko and Mikage. Thus, the juveniles are thrown into adulthood. They "are not 

Kitchen, p. 14. 
Gtsuka Eiji, SliCio Minzokugaku. TokyC, 1991. 



children; they just dream like children. Instead of fathers and mothers, there are 

surrogate fathers and brothers, dressed in women's clothes" [in Moonlight Shadow].^' 

Cultural conventions and society are forces that are simply not taken into 

consideration: the decision to make such an immense change is purely up to the 

individual. Nowhere is the reaction of society - in form of former co-workers, other 

family members or friends - ever mentioned. Only Eriko's death in the second part of 

the story hints at an unusual life; an angry customer of the nightclub shoots her when he 

finds out she was formerly a man. Her violent death can also be related to the extreme 

extent and permanence of her change. Hiiragi's cross-dressing in Moonlight Shadow on 

the other hand is less extreme as it is not permanent. 

In Kitchen the family life is surely not a traditional one and it does not closely 

resemble Japanese life in reality. However, it goes beyond reality in a somewhat logical 

way. As Jay Shaw wrote "Yoshimoto, who tells her story in a quiet, sure voice, perverts 

the plot in ways both outlandish and entirely credible."^ 

The concept of the father- or man-less family also exists in Amrita. In this story 

a group of women share a household and the only male member is a little boy. Yukiko 

lives in an apartment with her daughter from her first marriage, Sakumi (22), and her 

son from her second marriage, Yoshio (10). Other members of the household are 

Yukiko's niece (daughter of her younger sister), Mikiko, who is a student at a nearby 

•" Ian Bununa, "Weqjing Tears of Nostalgia". The New York Times Book Review. Aug.l2, 1993, p.29. 
Jay Shaw, "Love-Snacks", Far Eastern Economic Review. 20 May, 1993, p.44. 



women's college and Junko, a divorced childhood friend of Yukiko. This mostly female 

cast was created by unconventional situations as both the older adult women, Yukiko 

and Junko, are divorced single parents. Yukiko even divorced twice. Her first husband, 

who had died of cerebral thrombosis, was 21 years her senior, and six years after his 

death she remarried. Explicit reasons for the split-up with her second husband are 

hardly given. Just like Eriko's sexual change in Kitchen, this is simply accepted as a 

fact of life. 

The focus of the story, thus, is on the "home brought together nicely like a 

woman's paradise." And the narrator Sakumi finds herself "attracted to the lifestyle ~ 

Blood-ties seemed unrelated to how we were living."^ 

While this family situation does not claim to be ideal, it offers an alternative to 

the traditional lifestyle. The women in this story are not necessarily happier or more 

successful by living mainly with other women. It simply seems to be a concept that 

works better for them and that it is more convenient or harmonic. 

Premature death is also present in this story. Sakumi's younger sister Mayu, a 

beautiful young movie actress, dies in a car accident at 18. It is after her death that the 

story starts, thus showing the reaction of the other family members to this death and the 

searching and the healing process connected to it. However, this process is hardly 

^ Amrita. d.5. 
See Diane Simon "Spirit Worlds", The Nation. 11/18 Aug. 1997, p.30: "their lives are also marred by 

old-fashioned timeless tragedy. They lose their jobs and marry unsuccessfully; the people they love die 
before their time. The point of departure for Amrita is precisely this kind of loss." 
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taking place as a group effort. Rather, each person struggles alone and leads his or her 

life individually and separately from others. The strain on this family, created by loss 

and emotional stress, eventually threatens to drive the family members apart. Part of the 

reason for this is the fact that they hardly ever meet as they did in the past: sitting 

around the kitchen table in the middle of the night eating or drinking coffee. 

This fits very well with the concept of the change of the role of the dining table 

in Japan." In the past (traditionally), all family members would sit around the dining 

table to communicate, exchange their thoughts and feelings. This exchange holds a 

family together. In the postmodern society this concept changed as the traditional 

family lost its strength. 

This change can be observed in Yoshimoto's stories too. In Kitchen there is no 

kitchen or dining table anymore as a symbol of the broken traditional family, and 

Yuichi and his mother did not have meals together very often. When Mikage moves in, 

however, her cooking restores part of the lost traditional concept since all three of them 

now have their meals together on the couch and the floor in the living room. 

In Amrita, as mentioned above, the dining table still exists but its importance 

decreases. In Tsugumi, on the other hand, the dining table retained a lot of its traditional 

concept. The 'family of women' gathers around the table at meal times (together with 

the ever-silent uncle of Maria) and this creates a strong feeling of unity. When Maria's 

Dr. Philip Gabriel, lecture: Popular Culture in Japan. Fall 1996. 



cousin and friend Tsugumi is too sick to eat at the table this creates a major disruption 

in the feeling of togetherness and harmony. 

When Maria moves to Tokyo with her mother to form a 'new family' with her 

father, the meetings at the kitchen table play an important role - just as much as the 

food itself. It brings everybody together. "The first time after mother and I had moved 

to Tokyo, father acted quite crazy out of happiness. ~ Every night he came home with a 

smile on his face and bringing a little something: 'hello, I brought some sushi' or: 'I 

brought some cake'".^® Otherwise he takes them out to expensive restaurants or he 

cooks himself. Thus, it is the food itself that helps bring them together as a family as 

does the assembling around the kitchen table at night after her father gets home fi^om 

work. 

Thus, Yoshimoto describes different stages of this connectedness of a family 

using the symbol of assembling around a table. Each story focuses on a different aspect: 

Tsugumi shows the more traditional concept, in Amrita the kitchen table as a symbol for 

the unity of the family is in danger of vanishing and in Kitchen it is virtually non

existent at first but newly created by the new family member Mikage. 

Overall this concept reveals the dissolution of traditional, and the new creation 

of alternative families. In the search for structures and new institutions, the kitchen 

table, thus, plays an important role - it leads the way to a new unity among the family 

Tsugumi. p.38. 
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members who still stand somewhat alone as individuals. "The desertions are in a sense 

balanced by new unions, though, ultimately, a sense of longing remains."" 

The feeling of belonging and security is still lacking as people's lives are not 

led anymore by religion or social/cultural values. The search for stability is apparent in 

Japanese society, as many new religions have been experiencing increasing popularity 

in Japan in the last decade as well. Today, as in the West, people increasingly feel at a 

loss and search for new truths in their lives and new ways to make their lives 

meaningful. Models or ideals simply have become obsolete and people in contemporary 

Japan as well as Yoshimoto's characters initially "have a vacuous ('wow/ mo nai") sense 

of life."^® This fits the lament of Japanese intellectuals about the "complete 

displacement of the overtly critical Japanese youth culture of the 1960's which ~ 

pointedly took issue with institutional power." The shojo culture on the other hand 

can be described as revealing an "absence of value that is now itself a value."®° The 

resulting lack of center and the equal legitimacy of different styles is at once 

postmodern and partly Banana Yoshimoto. 

The lack of intense traditional family bonds and the traditional feelings of 

responsibility out of blood relationships also is in accord with the concept of shojo. In 

the lives of shojo also, friendships with other girls are closer and of greater importance 

" David Galef, "Jinxed", The New York Times Book Review. Feb.27, 1994, p.23. 
Treat, Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home, p.279. 
Treat, Ranana Yoshimoto Writes Home, p 283. 
Treat Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home, p.283. 
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than the family in the traditional sense. Also the decreasing importance of the father-

figure (who spends most of his time at the company anyways) fits the female-oriented 

shojo concept. 

The dissolution of the traditional nuclear family is also a postmodern concept of 

society in which traditional structures do not hold anymore. Postmodernism, a term 

often used to describe society and the arts in postindustrial societies, reflects societal 

changes in the second half of the 20"" century. It claims the collapse of traditional 

signifiers and the dissolution of universal models or ideologies (for society). From a 

postmodernist perspective, concepts like communism, liberalism, humanism, and even 

the family have been dissolved as overall concepts which hold society together and give 

it its meaning; ideas of universal meaning as such have also become void.®' In addition, 

the postmodernist view is fragmental, looking at the individual parts of a culture that is 

a "mosaic of cultural styles. [In this view] culture is dispersed, fragmented and 

decentered."®' 

Postmodernism is directed away ftom meta-ianguage or meta-nairative, an underlying concept which 
can explain or guide one's life. (Linda Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism: History. Theory. 
Fiction). 1988. 
^ Marilyn Ivy, "Critical Texts, Mass Artifacts: The Consiunption of Knowledge in Postmodern Japan" 
Masao Miyoshi and H.D. Harootunian (eds.) Postmodernism and Japan, p.35. 



This focus on detail prevails over a focus on overall meaning. This is what 

Kenzaburo Oe is talking about when he suspects that "Japanese are losing their power 

to create an active model for the contemporary age and for the future."®^ 

This postmodern concept finds its expression in Yoshimoto's fiction in the 

dissolution of such traditional institutions or belief systems as family and its symbol of 

the kitchen table and religious or philosophical tenets. Yoshimoto's stories seem to be 

set in an environment where such stabilizing structures no longer exist and in which the 

individual independently searches for new and different ways of making connections to 

fellow human beings on a different level. In Yoshimoto's literature, these cormections 

can mean the creation of new families, as we have already seen, or of strong spiritual 

bonds. 

Postmodernism also proclaims a "hostility in hierarchical distinctions" (52) in 

contemporary culture, which means an end to ideology and social class. While a 

controlling and overarching 'institution' such as a religion or a society becomes non

existent, horizontal relationships gain importance." In Yoshimoto's stories the 

representative of the hierarchical structure of patriarchal society, the father, has almost 

vanished, which allows for a strengthening of horizontal relationships between women 

and between young women and young men. 

° Kenzaburo 5e, "Japan's Dual Identity: A Writer's Dilemma", Masao Miyoshi and H.D. Harootunian 
(eds.), p. 191. 
^ See also Ihab Hassan, In David Han^ey, The Condition of Posunodemitv. p.43. 



One result of both, the dissolution of the universal belief system or state 

systems, and of hierarchical structures, is an increasing tolerance of different possible 

lifestyles or ideas. Yoshimoto's characters who live unconventional lives as a result are 

not described as extraordinary or strange but rather as leading their lives in one of many 

different possible ways. Thus, many families in Yoshimoto's stories are untraditional, 

without a father or husband, with single mothers and some protagonists even cross 

gender boundaries. Even such a 'universal concept' as gender, which is partly a social 

construct, is questioned in a postmodernist way, as in the case of Eriko in Kitchen who 

had a sex change and Hiiragi in Moonlight Shadow who occasionally wears girl's 

clothes. We will See this in the next chapter. 

Another important aspect of postmodernism is the diminishing awareness of 

time as a constant flowing unit in which each part builds on what came before. In 

postmodernism there is a "fragmentation of time into a series of perpetual presents" 

which results in a lack of feeling of one's own past. There is no concept of a past that is 

worth believing in. Rather each individual stands alone for himself/herself with his or 

her own personal experiences. As a result of this disconnectedness of time, 

Yoshimoto's protagonists experience life as consisting of many circles rather than as a 

continuous straight line. The individual experiences segmented stages in life as does 

Maria in Tsugumi and Sakumi in Amrita. As the subject is no longer connected to 

his/her past, the concept of a "nostalgia for the past" or at least for a past as one 
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imagines it or wishes it to be gains importance. This "reinvention of the past"®^ shows 

the actual desire of people to have a history, a story.®® Yoshimoto's characters 

experience this as a somewhat subconscious longing for something lost, possibly from 

the past. 

This breakdown of a connection to other times, to larger common concepts and 

to other people is what Jameson calls the "breakdown of the signifying chain"", which 

often leads to a schizophrenic, that is disconnected, view of the world. This is felt by a 

schizophrenic as a loss of a reference point, of something real to refer to, as 

'unreality'.®® A person without a past often lacks the feeling of having an identity at all. 

As the real and the unreal mix, the feeling of being lost prevails. The feeling of being 

lost and isolated, and of a dissolution of strict boundaries between reality and 

imagination or between different levels of realities is a common topic of Yoshimoto's 

stories. In addition, she depicts the individual's struggle to redefine his/her own identity 

as well as his/her own position in a life without traditional boundaries. One reason for 

the necessity of this lonely struggle is the dissolution of traditional institutions such as 

the family which leads to a fatherless family or one not related by blood. Thus, 

^ Frederic Jameson "Postmodern Consumer Society", Hal Foster (ed.) The Anti-Aesthetic. Essays on 
Postmodern Culture. Port Townsend, 1983, p. 116. 
^ The "important postmodern concept of the 'presence of the past'", Linda Hutcheon. "A Poetics of 
Postmodernism: History, Theory, Action". 
" Frederic Jameson, "Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism", p.71. 
^ As for a schizophrenic person there is no temporal continuity: rather he e^eriences a constant 
present, only "isolated, disconnected discontinuous material signiHers which fail to link up into a 
coherent sequence" (Jameson,"Postmodem Consumer Society", p. 119). This feeling of being lost or 
caught in a maze is - according to Jameson - a prevalent concept in postmodern literature. 
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Yoshimoto's portrayal of family structures provides a vital aspect and a starting point 

for the further discussion of the individual's self-definition and his/her definition 

among other human beings which will be examined in the following chapter. 

One part of this struggle is the redefinition of their personal relationships. As 

Yoshimoto mainly portrays the lives of women, the sexual relationships among women 

reveal this change of attitude through the personal struggles. 

III.2. Female Sexuality 

The reason why female sexuality in Banana Yoshimoto's fiction needs to be 

given special attention-lies in her choice of characters: her focus on women, and her 

choice of narrators who are all young women. This will also prove to be interesting in 

light of three aspects characteristic of her works: the dominant role which she gives 

women in her stories, Yoshimoto's depiction of substitute families, and the type of men 

these women feel attracted to. Relationships between men and women are ofiten loose or 

non-emotional, while the true spiritual and emotional connection is oftentimes much 

stronger between women. This might partly be due to the female perspective from 

which the stories are told. While focusing on women, the variations of sexual 

relationships are manifold. There are three ways sexuality is dealt with in these stories; 

heterosexual and homosexual relationships and those including gender-crossing. 
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in.2.1 Heterosexual relationships 

First it will be interesting to have a closer look at heterosexual relationships 

displayed here in light of the comparatively traditional understanding of gender roles in 

Japan today. In N.P., for example, sexuality plays an important role. The narrator 

Kazami seems to lead a somewhat ordinary life, while some of the other characters' 

lives are more strongly influenced by sexuality. In this story, the famous writer Sarao 

Takase has written 97 stories in English, but commits suicide when trying to translate 

the 98''' story from the original English into Japanese as a result of it driving him into 

despair. Takase, who had several affairs when he lived in the US, was divorced from 

his wife with whom he had two children, the twins Otohiko and Saki. One of his affairs 

resulted in a daughter, the mysterious and beautiful Sui, who remains at the center 

throughout most parts of the story. Not knowing that she is his daughter, Takase had a 

sexual relationship with her, a fact that - when he finds out - leaves him in even greater 

desperation. Sui later also has a relationship with her half-brother Otohiko. This 

relationship, however, is marked by their knowledge of its inappropriateness. Sui and 

Kazami also had a boyfnend in common - although not simultaneously: the translator 

Shoji. He also committed suicide after trying to translate the 98"' story of Sarao Takase 

into English. In the end, after Sui leaves the circle of fnends around Kazami, Kazami 

ends up as the girlfnend of Sui's half-brother and ex-lover Otohiko. 



Considering these complicated sexual relationships in N.P., it seems obvious 

that they cannot be dismissed. They are quite strange and non-traditional particularly 

since incest plays a major role. While the 'participants' suffer from the fact that they 

have incestual relationships, at the same time they seem unable to avoid them - the 

attraction seems to be too strong. It is also interesting that it is Sui who has incestual 

relationships because she is the only one who does not have a 'real' family. The only 

type of relationahip she ever has with (male) family members is a sexual one. While the 

twins Otohiko and Saki live with their mother in the past and now still have each other, 

and while Kazami still lives with her mother, Sui is the only one who does not have 

someone. All the families here are shaken but Sui is the only one who seems to be 

drifting. She is only following her feelings and as a result is leading such an utterly 

unconventional life. 

In no other of Yoshimoto's stories of Yoshimoto is there as much focus on the 

sexual lives of the characters. In most of her novels, an attraction to another person 

plays an important role rather than an actual sexual relationship. If feelings of sexual 

attraction occur, it is often to a family member. This reiterates the question about the 

validity and role of the family, as families are not necessarily blood relations in 

Yoshimoto's fiction, and blood relations are not considered as important as spiritual and 

emotional connections between people. As a result, one might even go as far as to argue 

that incest loses some of its social and religious stigma. Since religion and other social 
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institutions do not provide any guidance nor valid standards (and models for living) 

anymore, formerly unacceptable behavior seems to be surfacing, although it is not 

necessarily presented as common or natural. 

In Kanashii Yokan another aspect of traditionally unacceptable behavior can be 

found in the sexual relationship of Yukino (32), who is a music teacher at a high 

school, with one of her students, Masahiko. Masahiko is 18 years old at the time of the 

narration and a high school graduate, so he must have been 15 or 16 at the time of the 

affair. At one point Yukino even got pregnant and had an abortion. As with other 

factors in her life that threaten to bind her down, she easily gets rid of her unborn child. 

Just as easily she breaks up with Masahiko. Only after she and her sister Yayoi went on 

the trip to the Osorezan in Aomori in order to establish a spritual connection with the 

souls of their dead parents, is she ready to face her life again and is willing to trust in 

people. 

In Yoshimoto's other stories there also seems to be a hint at possible incestual 

feelings.®' In Tsugumi, the young college student Maria makes a thoughtless remark at 

one point that her father seems more like a boyfriend to her. In Amrita, there is some 

kind of special connection between Sakumi and her younger brother Yoshio. In 

Kitchen, Mikage develops a romantic relationship with the son of the family who took 

her in, Yuichi. (The latter two are not related by blood.) Similarly, in Amrita, there is a 

^ See also Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home", p.369. 



mutual attraction between Yayoi in Amrita and the son of her foster family, Tetsuo, 

who is a little younger than she. This attraction seems to find its ultimate expression in 

a scene where "I raised my face, and I saw his diamond pupils. ~ I closed my eyes, and 

we kissed.'"® Their relationship remains a platonic one throughout the story in spite of 

their romantic feelings for each other. The relationships of both couples, Mikage and 

Yoshio and Yayoi and Tetsuo are somewhat equivalent of those between step-brother 

and step-sister. In the case of Mikage and Yoshio, they also become each other's only 

family since both their parents are dead. 

Yoshimoto here goes beyond the concept of shojo as the topic of incest is not 

necessarily related to shOjo culture. However, the type of young men (or artists) the 

shdjo choose as boyfriends do seem to fit the concept of the shojo world. They seem to 

be altogether untraditional men. These men do not have an "unflexible, typically male 

spirit,'"' as do those men of the shojo's parents' generation. Contemporary acceptable 

men are completely different in attitude. The only men the shojo let into their lives are 

"less a phallic threat to the Utopian family of women than a feminized supplement to 

it "92 jjjggg jj^en are - apart from the artists in N.P. - so-called shonen or teenage boys 

- the male equivalent to shojo. Just like shojo these shonen are not sexually motivated 

and are not a dominant force in peoples lives. Rather they console and assist the shojo 

along their way. These young men are "somewhat effeminate on one hand and 

^ Kanashii Yokan. p. 114. 
" Tsugumi. p. 108. 



somewhat sibling-like on the other."'' This holds true for Tsugumi's boyfriend Kyoichi 

in Tsugumi, Mileage's boyfriend Yuichi \n Kitchen, Kazami's boyfriend Otohiko in 

N.P. and Sakumi's boyfnend Ryuichiro in Amrita. Of all these relationships only the 

one between Ryuichiro and Sakumi is decidedly a sexual one as they live together. In 

none of these relationships of shojo and shonen, however, is sex mentioned as an 

important aspect in their lives; nor is physical attraction. Their attraction remains at a 

spiritual level and they seem to prefer to be soul mates in their search for their own 

position in life. One might even argue that conventional concepts of relationships are 

reversed here. While there is a possible sexual attraction to other femily members 

suggesting incest, the attraction to unrelated men most of the time is a spiritual one. 

Tsugumi's first impression of her later boyfriend, Kyoichi, during their 

accidental meeting at night at the beach, does not focus on his overall outward 

appearance, but only on the peculiar depth and the sincerity of his eyes.®^ She quietly 

remarks to her friend and cousin Maria that "this is not an ordinary person, not that 

one."'^ And in their next meeting this impression proves to be correct when he reveals 

some details about his life. As a child he suffered from a potentially fatal heart disease 

until he underwent heart surgery as a juvenile. The awareness of the possibility of and 

closeness to death is an experience very similar to the one Tsugumi has, as she too has 

^ Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home", p.291. 
Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home", p.291. 

^ Tsugumi. p.65. 
" Tsugumi. p.67. 
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been chronically ill since early childhood. Both Tsugumi and Kyoichi had felt this 

connection immediately upon their first meeting and it is this sharing of experiences of 

suffering which results in a similar attitude towards life which draws them towards each 

other. 

Similarly, Mikage and Yuichi in Kitchen both have experienced the death of 

beloved family members, their parents and grandparents, and as a result feel a bond 

almost instantly upon meeting. They are soon to share ideas and even dreams. Mikage 

compares her first impression of him to some kind of bewitchment; "Bad as it sounds, it 

was like I was possessed. His attitude was so totally 'cool', though, I felt I could trust 

him. In the black gloom before my eyes (as it always is in cases of bewitchment), I saw 

a straight road leading from me to him. He seemed to glow with white light. That was 

the effect he had on me."®^ 

Again the initial reaction is not necessarily a physical attraction or a description 

of his words or outer features. It is a reaction to something within him, an internal 

strength and again, a depth in his eyes that reveals some truth and depth of thought and 

experience. This bond of experience and character is similar to the one in Tsugumi. 

In N.P., the relationship between Kazami and Otohiko develops rather slowly. 

Kazami is also impressed with Otohiko's "extraordinary dark eyes."'^ Their bond is 

also based on a common understanding of life and they share the common experience 

Kitchen, p.6/7. 
"'N.P.. p. 177. 



of tragedy early in life. They both reacted in extreme ways to this tragedy: Kazami lost 

her voice when her father left the family and Otohiko refused to go to school. When she 

finally realizes her feelings for Otohiko at the end of the narration, Kazami feels 

"overcome with warmth and happiness", wondering "whether that was how men felt 

when they encounter old war buddies. And then my heart filled both with the 

satisfaction of our having accomplished something together, though we'd known each 

other only, briefly, and the bitterness of having lost something else forever.'"® 

Although this seems to possibly lead to the beginning of their affair, it surely is 

not a romantic expression about the beginning of a love affair. Rather, it compares the 

attraction to "old war buddies", to people who have shared rough times, have lived 

through similar experiences in their lives and share a sense of life's importance through 

these experiences. 

All of these couples who consist of soul mates and lead platonic relationships (at 

least within the boundaries of these stories), are the ones that stand out in these stories 

and that show depth and significance. Sui's (often sexual) relationships, on the other 

hand, are only temporary and solely characterized by emotions and sexual 

possessiveness. 

Thus, platonic relationships with shdnen who are at a similar stage in their lives 

and who share experiences are the central and only lasting ones in Banana Yoshimoto's 

^N.P.. p. 177. 
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works. This seems to be the direction some groups of men and women in Japan are 

striving towards today. In 1991 a "Course for Remodeling Men" was held at a women's 

center in TokyS.®® In addition, men's groups have been formed such as "Men 

Concerned about Child Care", "Liaison Group for Granting Time for Child Care to 

Men and Women" which promotes child-care leave for men and the "Association of 

Men Opposed to Prostitution in Asia". What these groups have in common is a 

rethinking of the role of men and women within Japanese society, their rights as well as 

their duties. Members of these groups also share the realization that "their lives were 

restricted and hampered by the values and norms associated with the dominant concept 

of masculinity prevalent in society."As a result of their own attempt to surpass the 

gender defmitions and boundaries given by society, these men also gain a greater 

understanding for women's struggle for equality. The goal of both men and women is 

"a society in which each individual can live in a way that allows one to be true to 

oneself (and that) values equally the human rights of all citizens."'®' 

While Yoshimoto does not openly fight for more rights for women or a less 

male-oriented society, she simply reflects and extends changes that are and have been 

taking place. Her description of socially acceptable men of today is a far cry from any 

traditional notion of'masculinity' and this change is, in fact, to a much lesser degree 

" Masanori Yamaguchi, "Men on the Threshold of Change", Kumiko Fujimura-Fanselow and Atsuko 
Kameda, Japanese Women, p.247. 

Masanori Yamaguchi, "Men on the Threshold of Change", p.253. 
"" Masanori Yamaguchi, "Men on the Threshold of Change", p.254. 



happening in Japan. As mentioned before, 'traditional' men just do not have much of a 

place in Japanese women's lives today. Thus, in a subtle way, Yoshimoto's stories seem 

to speak for the cause of women. Consequently, women take over positions of influence 

and make their own decisions in life. The women Yoshimoto portrays are quite 

independent as mothers, daughters, and girlfriends, just like some of the (often shonen-

type) men. People exist more as individuals than as members of a specific group within 

society, which allows for more individual ways of self-definition. In some of 

Yoshimoto's stories, this means that the 'society of women' portrayed is expanded to 

members of the opposite sex who are now - unhindered by traditional concepts of 

gender - allowed to cross the gender boundary. 

in.2.2. Gender-Crossiny 

As Yoshimoto describes mostly women's side of society from a female perspective, 

her choice of male characters and their different ways of fitting into this setting seem of 

particular interest. In connection with the type of young men the shojo are attracted to, 

it is interesting to note the extent of feminization of men in Yoshimoto's novels. In 

Moonlight Shadow, Hiiragi wears the school uniform of his girlfriend, Yumiko, after 

she dies in a car accident. While this is regarded as unusual or strange by part of the 

outside world, the narrator of the story, Satsuki, and his peers understand him very 

well. The main point is that Hiiragi feels completely natural and comfortable with it. He 
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is not homosexual nor a regular cross-dresser who wishes he were someone else (or 

were of a different gender). To Hiiragi, such outward things as clothes do not mean 

much, nor do traditional gender roles. He seems much too aware of himself and self-

assured to worry about societal standards such as the traditional appropriate behavior. 

The school uniform Hiiragi was wearing had been Yumiko's. After she died he 
had started wearing it to school, though he went to one where uniforms were not 
required. Yumiko had liked to wear the uniform. Both sets of parents had 
begged him, in tears, not to do it, saying Yumiko wouldn't have liked to see 
them. When I asked if he wore it for sentimental reasons, he said that wasn't it. 
'Things are just things, they can't bring back the dead. It just makes me feel 
better! 

When Sasuki asks whether people make fun of him, he explains: 

"No, they know that's just how I am. Actually, I'm getting a lot of sympathy. And the 

girls are crazy about me. It must be because, wearing a skirt, perhaps they think I 

understand them.'"°^ By denying traditional concepts of masculinity, Hiiragi opens up 

towards girls' lives. He openly questions and denies the male position of superiority 

and, thus, is regarded as an equal also by the female community. This behavior is a step 

towards a concept called "effeminism" in which men are committed to "subverting and 

transcending the mentality and behavior of male supremacy."'°^Hiiragi does not do this 

consciously, since he does not pursue the goal of entering the girl's side of society. 

Rather a closeness among the sexes, away from traditionally more extreme positions, is 

Moonlight Shadow, p. 119. 
Moonlight Shadow, p. 119. 
Chens Kiamarae and Paula A. Treichler. A Feminist Dictionary. Boston, 1985, p. 135. 



a possibility if not a given among the young generation in Yoshimoto's fiction. Hiiragi 

claims he is acting simply according to his understanding of the right for individuality. 

The cross-dressing simply is "a way to lend some life to a shriveled spirit —, to divert 

our minds."It is a way of dealing with a difficult situation, the loss of a lover. 

Satsuki compares it with her sudden enthusiasm about swimming and working out 

every single day after Hitoshi's death, a considerably 'normal', socially more 

acceptable behavior. Satsuki's boyfriend Hitoshi, Hiiragi's brother, also died in the car 

accident when he gave Yumiko a ride. 

A similar process takes place in Kitchen. After the death of his wife, Yuichi's 

father Yuji has several operations, which change him into a woman, the beautiful Eriko. 

Again this gender-crossing or gender-change is not an issue that this man had been 

concerned about at any time before the loss of his beloved wife. He was not unsatisfied 

with his life as a man. Being of a specific gender, here being a man, simply did not 

mean very much to him anymore. In spite of the fact that Eriko did not only undergo a 

gender change but a sexuality change, it seems that to Yuichi's father it was something 

equivalent to the skirt Hiiragi was wearing in Moonlight Shadow - something one can 

change quite easily. The figure of Eriko might have been modeled after a character in 

the manga ̂ ^Shichigatsu nanoka nf, by Oshima.'°® In this story a young girl is raised by 

a friendly and soft spoken 'woman'. One day the little girl is watching the 'woman' 

Moonlight Shadow, p. 120. 
Yumiko Oshima, Shichleatsu nanoka ni. TokyC, 1976. 



take a bath and is shocked to find that she is actually a young man. The young man, 

who had been disguised as a woman, flees because he is ashamed. As it turns out the 

young man had had a relationship with a widower, the father of the girl. After the 

widower died, the young man took over the role of the mother to take care of the girl. 

While there is no biological sexual change in this story, one might argue that 

Yoshimoto is simply taking this concept a step further than Oshima. 

The sex change is a good example of the dissolution of traditional values, in this 

case gender roles versus a revolutionary change. Yuichi's father, Yuji, does not want to 

become a woman because that is a better kind of existence or because he can increase 

his power in doing so. Thus, it is not. the reversal of the Freudian concept of "penis 

envy" according to which women subconsciously desire to be men or have their 

biological abilities and social position. Thus, Yuji does not believe that being a woman 

gives him the power and influence to lead a successful life in society. On the other 

hand, he does not do it just to satisfy sexual urges. Rather his gender as such does not 

have much importance anymore. To him it seems to be something you accidentally end 

up with. And just like other things that just happen to be part of you or part of your life, 

you might as well change them. Mikage is surprised at first that Eriko had plastic 

surgery, but accepts it quite easily. Artificially changing the shape of one's nose or 

one's chest is not socially stigmatized anymore. However, having a sex change might 



be more complicated biologically and is not socially accepted. In this story it is just 

another body part that is changed. 

Again, the dissolution of the value of the gender role is simply a means to make 

an individual feel more comfortable after he/she had been confronted with difficulties 

in his/her life. In a very postmodern sense, the focus is taken away from society as a 

whole or a group mentality and it is geared towards the individual. The question is no 

longer focused on what is socially acceptable, but rather on what is best for the 

individual. 

In contrast to this, authors like Yamada Eimi, Tsushima Yuko and Oba Minako 

depict a struggle between the sexes, in which the women are often outwardly quiet and 

obedient but actually dream up aggressive dreams of revenge and redemption against 

patriarchal society. Yamada Eimi often depicts quite openly a sexual encounter between 

members of the opposite sexes and different ways of understanding and of treating the 

partner. Oba Minako, on the other hand, describes violent and anti-male thoughts and 

actions of women using the mythological figure of the mountain witch Yamamba. In 

one story ("The Mountain Witch"), the Yamamba actually attacks and kills men. In the 

story of a divorced single mother in a more contemporary setting ("Candlefish"), the 

woman outwardly seems to accept her fate as a weak and lonely divorced woman. In 

her dreams, however, she is the Yamamba, who destroys men as they approach her hut 

in the mountains and eats their penis, thus, destroying their manhood. This reflects to 



some extent her true feelings, while she stays calm and subdued on the outside. In 

Tsushima Yuko's stories (like "The Marsh") also, women secretly dream of and long 

for a stronger position in life while still struggling with their situation as a single 

mother. In all of these stories, women are fighting against the powerful male position in 

a patriarchal society. 

Yoshimoto on the other hand does not describe such a struggle. In her novels, 

the opposition of the sexes has been somewhat dissolved and has been weakened to a 

hazy area of gender-similarities and gender crossing. The male characters that are given 

any importance in the female protagonists lives are those who somewhat adjust and 

adapt to the matriarchal society described. Yoshimoto does not call for a fight nor does 

she argue a point against men. Her focus on the world of women and near complete 

exclusion of male society from her works suggests, of course, in a more subtle way that 

male society is not necessarily the dominant and surely not the only possible society. 

While not openly attacking patriarchal society, she is questioning the validity of taking 

this society and its value system as a natural given instead of allowing the (particularly 

female) individual to focus on individual, non-standard needs. While portraying young 

women's lives on the margin of Japanese society, she also portrays an image of the 

individual freedom and choice, which might be projected on the society as a whole. 

The critic Masashi Miura remarks: "In Japan the system which is based on a 

frontal opposition of the sexes, is collapsing and with it the myths of male strength and 
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female weakness.'""^ The shojo manga, thus, is in a good position to describe this 

collapse and Yoshimoto Banana has kept to this standpoint resolutely. 

In shojo manga, gender boundaries are also often "ambiguous and blurred".'"® 

However, it is not Yoshimoto's goal to portray "perversity or abnormality; rather she 

describes in her own way the 'equality' of the sexes and the emancipation of women 

and men".'"® This phenomenon has also been described as "exotic feminism" by Italian 

literary critics."" The topic of a dissolution of clear cut gender roles is quite common in 

shdjo manga and was first introduced in the shojo manga classic "Berusayu no bard' 

(The rose of Versailles) by Riyoko Dceda. In this story, which is set at the Court of 

Louis XVI at the time of the French Revolution, a young woman is forced since early 

childhood to impersonate a man. 

In Yoshimoto's stories, however, not all members of society have changed their 

thinking along these lines. Eriko, one generation older than the shojo and shonen in the 

stories, is eventually killed because one of her acquaintances is so shocked and 

obviously hurt in his male pride when he fails in love with her and then is told about 

her sex change. The younger Hiiragi, however, member of the shojo/shonen generation, 

is completely accepted among his peers when he starts wearing girl's clothes because 

Miura Masashi, "Tokushu sekushuariti to Sozoryoku. Sei no bimtai to buntai no sei". In: HnnTn 
Nov.l990,p.313. 

Masako Hayashi, "Das Phaenomen Yoshimoto Banana - Japanische Literatur Heute", In: Gifii 
Daigaku Kokueo Kokubuneaku. Vol.22, 1994, p. 15. 

Masako Hayashi, "Das Phaenomen Yoshimoto Banana - Japanische Literatur Heute", p. 17. 
""ibid. p. 17. 
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people around him understand his individuality. In spite of the different extent to which 

gender boundaries are crossed in these stories, this can be taken as a parallel to the 

"generation gap" between modernists and postmodernists as it is in accordance with 

Hassan's theory that there is a distinction between "genital/phallic" in modernist art and 

a "polymorphous/androgynous""* attitude towards sexuality in postmodernism. Thus, 

no clash between genders is to be found here, since there is no such strong focus on a 

certain gender, which is the prerequisite for such a clash. Rather a merging of 

differences into something new is taking place. 

While this is what has been criticized as "non-critical" and non-oppositional" 

and as literature of a time period which is unable "to create an active model for 

contemporary age","^ it can also be seen in a positive way. There is no revolutionary 

concept of renewal of a society anymore. However, new and different ways of dealing 

with individual problems are suggested in a much more understanding, open way, thus 

allowing for such unconventional concepts. This also holds true for homosexual 

relationships, a common topic of shojo manga 

Here, too, a generation gap becomes obvious. On the one hand maleness is not 

the desired norm among shojo or sh3nen anymore in spite of the fact that men still hold 

the power in Japan to a large extent. On the other hand, strength is found and accepted 

David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodemitv. 1990, p.43. 
Kenzaburo Se, "Jean's Dual Identity: A Writer's Dilemma", Masao Miyoshi and H.D.Harootunian 

(eds.) Postmodernism and Japan. Durtiam, 1989, p.191-192. 
Takayuki Mitsui and Koyata Washida, Yoshimoto Banana Shinwa. p.58. 
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in men, and women and boys tend to make themselves more accessible to girls by 

adapting to their lifestyle to some extent. In this way the 'female side' of society is 

growing. In the following chapter, another side of strengthened ties among women, and 

among homosexual relationships will be examined. 

IIL2.3. Homoseiual Relationships 

Besides the traditional or non-traditional heterosexual relationships, there is a 

whole different aspect to sexuality in Banana Yoshimoto's stories. Besides relationships 

with 'feminized men', there are relationships between women which border on 

homosexuality. However, it has to be kept in mind that there are, in fact, quite a few 

platonic friendships between women, which are the building blocks of Banana 

Yoshimoto's stories. 

Commenting on Yoshimoto's choice of mainly female communities which 

include 'feminized' men. Treat points out that these relationships are "presumably 

homosexual because the emotional life of the shoJo is essentially narcissistic in that it is 

self-referential (and self-referential as long as the shoJo is not employed productively in 

the sexual and capitalist economies.)""" Thus, the shojo are not necessarily aiming at 

and enforcing homosexual tendencies, rather their whole lives are geared more away 

Treat, "Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home", p.283. 



from male dominated society and towards female community and strength. They are 

not as focussed on men or other groups as they are on their female peers, other shqjo. 

Sometimes, homosexuality can include shonen, however, as is the case in Yoshimoto's 

more recent novel Sly. Here she describes homosexual, heterosexual and bisexual 

relationships of young men and women. This includes a homosexual male couple. Their 

relationship is of interest to the female community and to young female readers, 

because they do not pose a threat. The parallel to shojo manga and such girls' 

magazines as "June" is obvious. This magazine, which targets mainly young girls in 

their teens, focuses on homosexual love stories among young men. 

While in Amrita and Tsugumi the female communities created as substitute 

families are not bordering on homosexuality at all, it does play a role in N.P. and 

Kitchen. In N.P. the friendship that slowly evolves between the narrator Kazami (long 

before her relationship with Otohiko) and the mysterious Sui, is a platonic one on the 

surface. However, Kazami's confused feelings seem to go a little beyond that. While 

this is not a rare phenomenon in Yoshimoto's fiction, she never explores deeply the 

topic of female homosexuality - mostly it remains as a feeling of attraction and no 

obvious sexual action ever takes place. 

There is a strong feeling of being drawn towards each other between Kazami 

and Sui. While Sui seems to search for someone who lends stability to her floating and 

shaky life, she never quite finds it. Kazami, on the other hand, while clearly not 
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homosexual just like Sui, is attracted to the sphere of danger that surrounds Sui, her 

beauty and inner force. She completely agrees with a friend who compares her to a 

mythical creature, a woman who lives in the ocean, calls men down to the depth of the 

ocean and, thus, distracts them and endangers their lives."' On another occasion, 

however, there is some hint at a sexual attraction, too, when both are relaxing on a late 

summer day on the banks of a river. 

Sui came to me and sat beside me, and then she put her hand on one knee of my 
jeans. Her eyes squinted against the bright light as she gazed silently out at the 
river. Under the intense sunlight, something just clicked, and it turned out like 
that. Just as if it was supposed to have happened that way."® 

In Amrita there is also a potential for a physical attraction among two of the female 

characters, Sakumi (the narrator) and the girl called 'Noodles'. After meeting her once 

and feeling a spiritual connection to this woman who is a friend of Sakumi's elementary 

school-age brother, she soon develops romantic feelings for her: "There was no 

difference between how I thought of Noodles and how someone falls in love, madly. 

The image of her face was that vivid. It was painful."'" And later on she comments; 

"I'd never felt this way with anyone before, not even Ryuichiro [her boyfriend]. For a 

brief moment I wondered if I was actually falling in love.""® 

"^N.P.. D.109. 
D.113. 

Amrita. p.294. 
Amrita, p.296. 



For Sakumi being attracted to other women is nothing new,"' but usually it had 

to do with a sense of aesthetics, that is, with the beauty of some women. The love that 

she feels for Noodles stems from Noodles' presence, her strength and, again, a feeling 

of sharing an experience in life. Both women go through major changes in their lives, 

with Noodles trying to emancipate herself from her former lover and teacher Mr. 

Mesmer, and with Sakumi confronted with the search for her own identity after a head 

injury resulted in a partial memory loss. The feeling again is mutual. 

However, the two women do not engage in any sexual relationship. They have a 

platonic, friendly relationship. It seems impossible that any man could ever reach this 

degree of closeness to any of them. It is the extended version of a natural bond between 

women that dominates the families in Yoshimoto's stories. Again, the psychological 

and spiritual bond is prevalent. Women seem to be able to connect immediately, to feel 

in similar ways and be supportive of each other. Even in the - not sexually motivated -

friendships of Tsugumi and Maria in Tsiigiimi, and Junko and her high-school-time 

friend Yukiko, the mother of the narrator in Amrita, the connections are stronger than 

they can possibly be between women and typical men. Only if the men are feminized or 

are on their way to adapting a female lifestyle or female society, does a true connection 

between them and women become possible. 

Amrita. d.296. 



Rather than the women having to comply with a male-dominated society, here 

the men have to adjust in order to fit into the female society. Nevertheless, men are not 

forced to do so since even in Yoshimoto's stories there is no female dominance within 

society. Rather it seems that adaptation to the female side of society is the only way of 

truly connecting with life and with other people. 

A true connection or close friendship among men has no substance in these 

stories - they seem not to exist in Yoshimoto's world. Thus, there either is loneliness or 

emptiness in the lives of the male persona or they adapt to the warmer, seemingly 

deeper emotional connections in women's lives. 

In Yoshimoto's stories, young men or boys seem to possess the ability to adapt 

and are subject to some kind of higher sensitivity and closeness to their female side than 

most men of the older generation are able to. As Treat points out, these are horizontal 

relationships rather than the traditional hierarchical ones of the patriarchal family 

system. "The pseudo-sibling relationship is always powerful in Banana's fiction: 

seldom sexual, never Oedipal, not anything but snug and non-threatening, the pseudo-

sibling relationship engenders a kind of lateral parity.'".*" 

This again suggests a change of lifestyle and a change in value systems for 

Japanese youths today, the generation gap. The concept of gender has changed 

fundamentally. Thus, women can support themselves - often with the emotional and 

Treat, "Banana Yoshimoto Writes Home", p.291. 



spiritual support of other women - and can be strong. Men also can live this way but if 

they continue the traditional dominating role within a relationship they simply do not 

have a space in the lives of young Japanese women here. 

By choosing heterosexual rather than homosexual relationships to work out in 

her stories, Yoshimoto clearly does not make a statement against men. However, she 

makes a point of equality and sense about truly sharing life and life's experiences. If 

men are not sharing their spiritual lives, women who feel the necessity for this spiritual 

connection more than a sexual one, can find it in their relationships with other women. 

This concept of women bonding with each other although still interested in dating 

5/»o>iew-type men clearly has its equivalent in shojo manga. Young men are often close 

friends, rather than sexual or dominant partners, and shojo feel sexually attracted to 

other shojo although a sexual relationship rarely develops. 

These types of relationships can also be regarded as a postmodern concept in 

respect to the dissolution of conventions and societal standards. The formation of 'new' 

groups, be it families or friendships or sexual relationships, is definitely an option in a 

postmodern society as the traditional rules were based mainly on religious beliefs or on 

conventions based on or derived from religion, (marriage, concept of family, hierarchy 

of relationships). 

These developments mirror the postmodernist concepts of Jameson and 

Hassan. Clearly there is a dissolution of a hierarchical structure. "Hierarchy" has been 



replaced by "anarchy" in the sense of a dissolved structure of power and dominance. In 

social and in individual roles there is a much wider range of opportunities and of 

possibilities of behavior. No institutional or societal control is forced upon personal 

relationships. They are regarded as something essentially individual. 

Yoshunoto's works show in many respects the influence of shojo manga. Her 

choice of characters, family structure and interpersonal relationships reveal "the impact 

of manga on serious literature."'^' This can be seen in the focus on horizontal 

relationships and on female communities, which are not necessarily dependent on male 

society. Also, the crossing of gender boundaries as well as platonic relationships 

between members of the opposite sex are an essential part of many sh^o mangos. At 

the same time these shojo manga are part of postmodern culture and literature, which 

allows for marginalized groups (extraordinary) or situations to be portrayed as normal 

(ordinary) suggesting that the standard lifestyle is not the only possibility. Thus, there is 

a whole range of similarities and possible influences between shojo manga and 

Yoshimoto's stories. However, Yoshimoto's works do not fit the shojo concept 

perfectly. There are several elements, considered vital to shojo manga which have not 

found their way into Yoshimoto's stories. 

Yasuo Ueda, "New Hits from Two Popular Novelists", Japan Echo. Summer 1994, V0I.XXI, No.2, 
p.85 
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IV. NON-^flO/O ELEMENTS IN BANANA YOSHIMOTO'S STORIES 

While there are many instances in which parallels can be drawn between shojo 

manga and Yoshimoto's stories, it appears that not all of the concepts typical of shojo 

manga can be applied here. Thus, it is difficult to find much of an economic focus in 

the lives of young shojo women which Hoirikiri and Treat claim to be part of shojo 

culture as shown in Yoshimoto's stories. It is true they depict a contemporary lifestyle 

which is characterized by changing social and moral values and by "a tendency towards 

internationalization" which is common in Japanese literature today and which can 

also be seen in some Western names and family members living in a foreign country. 

As a result the settings of the stories often refer to contemporary pop music, fashion. 

Western foods, TV or billboards. They do not do so consciously, however, as if to 

display a specific consumer-oriented attitude as Treat claims. When regarding the main 

characters more closely, it becomes obvious that they do not promote or extensively act 

out the principle of consumerism. They are part of the Japanese consumer-oriented 

society, yet they are not the prototypes of this aspect of postmodern society. 

Sui, Otohiko and Saki in KP. have lived with their father in the U.S. for some 

time and their friend Kazami also has some connections to foreign countries: her father 
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died in the U.S., her sister lives in England and her mother teaches English and 

promotes the importance of learning foreign languages. In Amrita the protagonists 

occasionally fly to some smaller Japanese islands and eventually to Paris, France. This 

extended travel of shojo is not simply done as a fun activity where one can spend 

money as might be the case in some shojo manga or shSjo culture in Japan. An 

increasingly international lifestyle has become simply a 'normal' part of life in the 

stories without much emphasis being put on it at all. 

Fashion items, TV programs and (in Kitchen) specific kitchen utensils are 

mentioned and do play a role in the stories. However, they are never used to describe a 

decadent or consumer society, rather they constitute the background setting before 

which the main story develops. Treat, however, uses the focus on kitchen utensils in 

Kitchen to exemplify her focus on material goods. 

I explored the kitchen - - A Silverstone frying pan and a delightful German-
made vegetable peeler, - - glasses sparkled. It was clear that in spite of the 
disorder everything was of the finest quality - - porcelain bowls, gratin dishes, 
gigantic platters, two beer steins. Somehow it was all very satisfying. - - It was a 
good kitchen. I fell in love with it at first sight. 

Similarly, Elizabeth Hanson argues along similar lines when she interprets the use of 

the image of a kitchen to represent traditional gender roles and a consumer-oriented 

Masako Hayashi," Das Phaenomen Yoshimoto Banana - Japanische Liteianir Heute", In: Gifii 
Daieaku Kokueo Kokubungaku. Vol.22. 1994, p.l9. 

Kitchen, d.9/10. 



society: Kitchens are "still largely the domain of women [and] are the showcases of 

Japanese consumer affluence."'^" 

However, I wish to argue that this focus on kitchens, shows, instead, a 

fulfillment the protagonist feels in this particular room in a house. This might refer 

back to the traditional role of women in the kitchen within the story, a role that is 

enriched with so many non-traditional aspects. It might also be a hint at the narrator 

Mikage's true destination which she 'feels' from early childhood on, but which she was 

never consciously aware of: to become a cook. For Mikage the kitchen symbolizes 

"hope, order, and sustenance [as] she gets a job as an assistant cooking teacher." 

The importance she puts on a well-equipped kitchen is paralleled by her positive 

experience of learning how to cook and enjoying to serve the food to others. "The 

whole summer I went about it with a crazed enthusiasm: cooking, cooking, cooking. - -

When I think about it now, it was because of my cooking that the three of us ate 

together as often as we did. - - having known such joy, there was no going back."'^® 

Thus, the kitchen utensils and the importance of food do not stand for 

materialism but for the recreation of the family by relatively traditional means; food. In 

a small family in which a meeting place such as a dining table, around which to 

assemble, does not exist anymore, the passion for food and taste reunite and connect the 

Elizabeth Hanson, "Hold the Tofii", The New York Times Book Review. 17 Jan. 1993, p. 17. 
Albert Howard Carter in., "Kitchen by Banana Yoshimoto". Studies in Short Fiction. Fall 1993, 

Vol.30, No.4, p.614. 
Kitchen. d.57/S9. 



three family members and the food eventually is used to express their strong positive 

feelings for each other. Food here is "a symbol of health and renewal.'"'^ As Jay Shaw 

explains, "Sleeping on the tiled kitchen floor is her first step towards a conciliation with 

the world. The second step happens in another kitchen, that of the Tanabe family" 

which becomes Mikage's "sanctuary."'^® There is, thus, much more depth to this 

concept than previously assumed. 

Treat argues that "the word most often associated with this shojo culture is 

kawaii, or cute". This entails a lack of sexual energy on the one hand and an immaturity 

on the other. While shojo are in fact young girls at a stage before becoming mature or 

married women, they are not as superficial as they are often made out to seem. Just like 

Horikiri, Treat.claims that shojo are characterized by a lack of individualism, a 

"purported lack (of) any unique talent" and the resulting "interchangeability and 

disposability - - makes the shojo affiliate with the signifying process of Japanese 

consumer capitalism."'^ 

While it is true that the stories of Banana Yoshimoto do not promote a specific 

belief or idealized concept and are postmodern in this way, her protagonists do have 

special talents and they are memorable in their own way. Her characters are ordinary 

people leading a private life. This does not mean, however, that they border on banality. 

This depiction of shojoAike women seems to agree more with Horikiri's definition of 

Sybil Steinberg, "Kitchen", Publishers Weekly. 26 Oct 1992, p.54. 
Jay Shaw, "Love-Snacks", Far Eastern Economic Review. May 20, 1993, Vol.156, No.20, p.44. 



shojo as standing somewhat outside - leading a life somewhat at the margin of society. 

Her characters are mostly confronted with difficulties and harshness in their lives. The 

focus of the stories is their struggle of putting their lives back together and of searching 

for their own path in life. This search is neither shallow nor "without value".'^° Rather 

it has a depth and the potential to not only lead the protagonists, but also the readers, 

toward a renewed understanding of self-improvement, self-recognition and self-

fulfillment - remarkably not at all a postmodern concept. While the protagonists 

struggle with, for example, the death of family members, they also search for an 

alternative existence in Japan outside Japan's mainstream society. This shows the 

"attempt to bypass the social system and to search outside Japanese society for 

opportunities of personal groAMh.'"^' They find themselves and their companions in 

people who also do not fit in, but who find happiness and fulfillment in the pursuit of 

their own individual path. 

Thus, while the style of Yoshimoto might be simplistic, her characters and their 

development surely are not. Banana Yoshimoto projects a change in Japanese society 

by presenting functioning individuals leading an altemative lifestyle, without making 

this change an ideal or a solution towards which to project one's hopes for the future. 

Rather each individual - as in Yoshimoto's stories - has to find his/her own personal 

Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home", p.364. 
Treat, "Yoshimoto Banana Writes Home", p.364. 
Nobuko Awaya and David P.PhilIips, "Popular Reading. The Literary World of the Japanese 

Woridng Woman", Anne E. Imamura (ed.), Re-imaeining Japanese Women. Bericeley, 1996, p.245. 



truth. A further fascinating element to be found in Yoshimoto's protagonists is their 

connection to more traditional Japanese concepts which help the individuals to restore 

their stability and find their own path in life. This search for one's own ways leads 

partly to a recognition of traditional concepts, like spirituality, as part of the life of a 

modem Japanese. 
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V. BANANA BEYOND 

It has been shown that many aspects in Banana Yoshimoto's writing closely 

resemble those in shojo manga and shojo culture in general. Elements such as family 

structure and interpersonal relationships reveal this similarity and, at the same time, 

make a statement about Japan's changing society and "the reality of young people's 

lives in contemporary Japan."''" Other characteristics of sHdjo culture, like consumer-

attitude and the importance attached to new fashionable goods, can hardly be found in 

Yoshimoto's works. Far from consuming life on the surface, her main characters, who 

live their lives somewhat away from the mainstream of Japanese society, are often 

confronted with a tragic incident in their lives. As a result they have to rethink their 

lives and are searching for new forms of self-development and their own identity. In a 

world in which traditional values, traditional societal groups and belief systems are 

disintegrating or have no substance anymore, the individuals are alone. The individual, 

not able to live isolated from others, is in search of a 'new' support system such as the 

'new' families described earlier. There are other specific factors that lend a feeling of 

security to these individuals, such as elements of nature and specific locations, such as 

kitchens. Furthermore, there are those which allow for a new way of forming bonds 

with other people: a kind of spiritual connection between individuals. 
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V.l. Death and the Search for the Self 

One striking characteristic of Yoshimoto's literature is the importance and presence 

of death within the lives of the protagonists. Death is a common topic in many literary 

genres. "In her novels the main characters are surrounded by many deaths'"and the 

frequency and significance of death in Yoshimoto's stories suggest a special meaning. 

In Yoshimoto's stories young people, most of them women, experience the death of a 

beloved person and, as a result, e5q)erience feelings of anxiety, shock, loneliness and of 

being lost. These deaths mostly happen shortly before the beginning of the stories and, 

thus, Yoshimoto shows the protagonists' ways of dealing with the situation and of 

rearranging their lives, according to their own individual - and not societal - needs. 

"All of her characters have been touched by death and find themselves cast adrift 

outside the confines of a highly structured society,"'^ and they are all "young women 

trying to come to terms with the death of a loved one.'"^^ 

In Kitchen, Mikage, who became an orphan at an early age, grows up with her 

grandparents, and, after her grandfather died when she was still a high school student, 

her grandmother. Before the beginning of the story her grandmother, the last remaining 

Yoshiko Yokochi Samuel ."Banana Yoshimoto. 'N.P.'", In: World Literature Today. Winter 1995, 
Vol.69, No.l, p. 229. 

Ken Oomi, "Monokirigata to shi to. Yoshimoto Banana ron no tame ni". In: Gunzg. Nov. 1990, 
p.261. 

Alev Adil, "Story 98", In: Times Literary Supplement. June 10, 1994, p.24. 
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blood relative she has in this world, dies. Feeling lost in a world in which she now 

stands completely alone, she falls into deep desperation at first. 

My family had steadily decreased one by one as the years went by, but when it 
suddenly dawned on me that I was all alone, everything before my eyes seemed 
false. The fact that time continued to pass in the usual way in this apartment 
where I grew up, even though now I was here, all alone, amazed me. It was total 
science fiction. The blackness of the cosmos. Three days after the funeral I was 
still in a daze. Steeped in a sadness so great I could barely cry, shuffling softly 
in gentle drowsiness, I pulled my futon into the deathly silent, gleaming 
kitchen.''® 

Mikage's friend Yuichi reacts similarly after the death of his mpther (when he is a 

child) and later his 'father', Eriko. "I couldn't take in what had happened. My mind was 

blank; in my eyes everything was dark.'"" 

In N.P. Kazami grows up without a father because he divorced her mother. 

Later on Kazami's boyfriend ShSji and her friend Otohiko's father, the writer Sarao 

Takase, both commit suicide. For Kazami the shock of having lost her father is so great 

that she loses her voice completely for weeks, revealing the "terrible struggle going on 

inside that little girl's body then.'"'® Her friend Otohiko, a young shTJnen, on the other 

hand, refuses to go to school for a while after the death of his father. 

In Amrita Sakumi's father died earlier of cerebral thrombosis and at the 

beginning of the story Sakumi starts learning to deal with the death of her younger 

sister Mayu, an actress who died in a car accident. In Moonlight Shadow both Satsuki 

Michiko Kakutani, "Very Japanese, Very American and Very Popular", New- York Times. Jan. 12, 
1993, p.C15. 
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and Hiiragi are confronted with the deaths of their lovers. The story in which death is 

most prevalent, however, is Kartashii Yokan, in which the lives of two girls, Yayoi and 

her sister Yukino, are overshadowed by the deaths of their parents in a car accident. 

The accident which both girls survived sitting in the back seat of the car, occurred when 

the whole family wanted to go to a religious/spiritual site in Aomori, in the north of 

Japan. They had wanted to go to the place called Osorezan, where people go to 

establish contact with the dead through the itinerant blind Uako (medium). Aomori is 

also the place Ryuichiro goes to in Amrita after the death of his girlfriend Mayu. These 

trips seem to be part of a healing process during which people travel to a specific place 

to establish a last connection with the dead. In doing so they can say good-bye to their 

deceased loved ones and move on in their lives. This is the case'm Moonlight Shadow 

where Satsuki goes to meet the vision of her dead boyfnend on a moonlit bridge in 

Tokyo. In Amrita, it is only after Yayoi's and Yukino's trip to Osorezan at the end of 

the story that they feel free to truly go on living. These trips also reflect how struggling 

women draw on the powers of female spirituality as a source of strength. 

In ancient Japan women were considered to possess strong religious and 

spiritual power, as sun goddess Amaterasu was worshipped as the principal deity in 

Shinto. Imperial princesses held the position of priestesses at major shrines of 

Amaterasu, and there were also female rulers of Japan, Himiko and Jingu. 

N.P.. p. 17. 



Originally in shamanism and in the native Japanese religion of Shinto, the 

procreative power of women was considered sacred which resulted in women's high 

status in religion. On the one hand female shamans (jnikd) had divine and healing 

powers, as does the itako at Osorezan in Yoshimoto's story Amrita. The title Amrita 

itself means nectar of the gods in Sanskrit, a drink that can grant eternal life according 

to traditional Indian mythology. 

Later in Shintoism men took over women's position at the center of religious 

rituals with women working as their assistants as is the case today. Yoshimoto goes 

back to the early recognition of the power of women in her stories. The strength of 

women and particularly their spiritual abilities and perceptiveness play an important 

role in Yoshimoto's stories. 

Aspects like religious worship, ancestor worship or prayers which are still 

common among Japanese are included into Banana Yoshimoto's contemporary, 

postmodern stories. This surely is one aspect which makes her literature more 

fascinating. Both traditional Japanese aspects, such as spirituality and the powers of 

nature and their influence on people's lives, and contemporary elements of Japanese 

society today are combined in a natural manner which make Yoshimoto's stories so 

special. Again, she shows the possibility of a coexistence of two different worlds and 

their integration into each other. In this respect, Yoshimoto truly is a representative of 

contemporary Japanese culture. 
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Some of Yoshimoto's protagonists are searching for a new belief system and 

they are striving to recreate the concept of the family in order to gain more stability in 

their lives. Ail of these young protagonists are at a crossroads in their lives, a point 

where their main support system, friends, lovers or family members, has been taken 

away from them. Their suffering stems from the immediate shock and loneliness they 

experience upon these sudden, unexpected deaths, and the fact that these deaths have 

left something incomplete. Thus, the dead remain present in the minds of some of the 

living. This spirituality in the sense of the 'presence of the dead which has similarities 

to Buddhist ancestor worship, is of great importance to the lives of the living. There is a 

need of the protagonists of the stories to make a spiritual connection with the dead in 

order to be able to lead their own lives. This spiritual connection which resembles 

ancestor worship can possibly even be extended to the new families. Thus, Mikage 

strongly and painfully feels the loss of her 'foster mother' Eriko after whose death she 

is even more desperate than after the death of her own blood family. Spiritually Eriko 

remains a stronger presence in Mikage's life than does her family, which she lost at a 

younger age. 

As Otohiko in N.P. puts it when talking about his dead father, "the 

absent party takes on this enormous presence. My father wasn't there, but life evolved 

around him, anyway."'^' And, in fact, N.P. does revolve around his dead father, Sarao 

p. 17. 
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Takase. N.P. itself is the name of the story written by Sarao Takase, which seems to be 

untranslatable. N.P. stands for North Point, supposedly a pop song. But when taking the 

meaning of the north pole it could also stand for a point out of reach for every ordinary 

person, which at the same time is a far away point people long for. It describes the life 

of his children, the people who tried to translate his stories and some of their friends. 

Sarao Takase's stories draw everybody in and can lead the potential translator into 

desperation and exhaustion of life. Thus, the three people who tried to translate the 

stories, including Takase, committed suicide. The readers of his stories, particularly his 

children, become part of his stories and, thus, catch the mood of them too; 

desperation."^ Kazami realizes this when she talks about her friend Sui, the illegitimate 

daughter of Sarao Takase. "Then reality starts to creep away, and everything goes 

fiizzy, and it feels unreal to me. It's been that way since I met her (Sui). She is ACP."'"*' 

When talking to Kazami, her mother, a teacher and translator of English texts, 

expresses the danger of translating stories involving death and desperation; 

You become so involved with the writer's style that it starts to feel like your 
own. - - You end up feeling that you alone had created it in the first place, and 
then your thoughts fall into sync with the author's - - I find myself thinking the 
way she would, not just about the book, but about my own life.'"^ 

'̂ °N.P.. D.17. 
N.P.. D.88. 
N.P.. p. 117/118. 



Thus, only very strong people and very strong characters can be successful translators 

without endangering their own lives. Here the intense influence a text, and thereby the 

thoughts of a person, can have even after their death is revealed. 

In Amrita Mayu also remains a presence even after her death. Her older sister 

Sakumi explains that "ghosts (of the dead) always stay in the family."'"*^ This presence 

stays on as Sakumi later on becomes the lover of her dead sister's ex-boyfnend, 

Ryuichiro. 

There are more spirits of the dead present when Ryuichiro, Sakumi and -

eventually - her younger brother Yoshio visit the Japanese island of Saipan. One of the 

fiercest battles of World War II took place in Saipan and many Japanese soldiers were 

killed. They weren't all buried properly, however; many of the bodies are 'buried' in 

the ocean which means in Japanese religion that their souls are still wandering around. 

Sakumi and later Yoshio both feel and hear the voices of these millions of dead, a 

reminder of their own mortality. They are "well aware of the fact that ghosts often 

assemble around people who talk about them."^"*^ In this story there also is a person who 

can form a connection with the dead: Saseko, whose mother is also dead and who grew 

up in an orphanage. When she sings she attracts the spirits of the dead who come from 

the sea to listen to her. Just like the Itako in Japan who function as a human medium for 

the souls of the dead in Aomori when the living want to get a connection to the dead, 

Amrita. p.128. 
Amrita. p. 128. 
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Saseko can attract these souls and express their feelings. In fact, so does the woman 

Urara who Satsuko'm Moonlight Shadow meets and who enables her to make a 

connection with her dead boyfiriend Hitoshi during a moonlit night. Similarly Yayoi in 

Kanashii Yokan can feel the presence of the spirit of the baby boy who was killed in the 

house before she and her foster family moved in. Just as vividly the memory of her 

dead parents forces itself into the lives of Yayoi and Yukino. This connection with the 

dead and their presence dius shows a certain kind of spirituality. 

"Usually in [Yoshimoto's] novels death is defined as the place we cannot reach, 

but the dead people in her novels attract the living."'"^ There is a knowledge about the 

two coexisting worlds and the connection betv/een the two. In contrast to many Western 

beliefs, there has always been a tradition of the belief in the presence of the dead in 

Japanese culture. As the literary critic Oomi explains "death is not such a mysterious 

thing anymore.""*^ However, Yoshimoto's stories are not about grief and sadness or a 

longing for the dead. Rather these deaths are the starting points of the stories. These 

stories are about "recovery -from grief, from amnesia, from the sometimes crippling 

sense of loss." The deaths and the kind of loss are merely "points of departure." 

Confronted with death the survivors feel "trapped and all alone." 

I 

Ken Oomi, "Monkirigata to shi to". In: Gunzg. Nov. 1990, p.262. 
Ken Oomi, p.269. 
Diane Simon, "Spirit Worlds. Amrita", The Nation. Aug. 11/18, 1997, p.30. 
N.P.. p.48. 



In Tsiigumi, no death occurs during or before the beginning of the story itself. 

However, the ever-present threat for Tsugumi's illness to get worse and cause her death 

creates a similar atmosphere. While it influences the people around Tsugumi in their 

behavior and outlook on life, it also alters her behavior and makes her stand somewhat 

outside of society. The constant awareness of the possibility of death also increases her 

and her friend's sensitivity towards life and its essence. As a result, the protagonists are 

also on a search for a fulfilled life and struggling to live with the knowledge of the 

brevity of life. 

This is one of the most striking examples of Yoshimoto going beyond the shojo 

concept of the superficial, consumer-oriented young girl. While Otsuka Eiji and Treat 

describe shojo as shallow, this can hardly be seen in Yoshimoto's protagonists who, at a 

tragic moment in their lives, learn to search for a way to cope, their own individual path 

which they will from here on walk in life. It is a tuming point in their lives that forces 

them to think about life itself. 

This search is most clearly portrayed in Amrita in a twofold manner. On one 

hand, the narrator Sakumi is confronted with the death of her younger sister Mayu and, 

thus, has to reconsider her role as a family member and as a sister. She searches the past 

and her memories of Mayu to understand what this means for her own life. Another 

means which strengthens the subject's search for her own self is the fact that she falls 

and suffers partial amnesia. She compares this experience to death and coming back to 



life again. This truly makes her self-discovery necessary. She distinguishes between the 

old and the new Sakumi, like a "woman with two memories.""" And shortly after her 

fall she has a dream about exactly such a woman who then explains "the me that's only 

me is the only me that I can't remember.'"^ In the character of Sakumi, thus, the search 

for the own self truly is a search in order to gain knowledge about oneself. This motif 

of schizophrenia, of a coexistence of two personalities within one person is quite 

characteristic of postmodernist literature. As there is no one single truth anymore, there 

also is no one single self. But in a very un-postmodem sense, Sakumi literally is 

struggling to bring her two selves together, the one bom on her date of physical birth 

and the other bom on the day of her accident. While one might assume that her 

situation is considerably harder than that of the others, facing the death of her sister and 

her own accident and amnesia, it actually is not. The protagonists in other stories like 

Mikage in Kitchen, and Kazumi in N.P. or Yayoi in Kanashii Yokan struggle with their 

own past and have to free themselves of it before they can tmly start living their own 

life. Sakumi, however, is not "pulled down by the weight of [her] past" anymore.'^' As 

a result, dating her dead sister's boyfriend Ryuichiro might be confusing at first, but it 

is not considered morally questionable. She also becomes more reflective and more 

perceptive of things and other people that are not necessarily part of mainstream 

Japanese society. 

Amrita. p.42. 
Amrita. p.42. 
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The attitude she shares with many of the other protagonists is a reflectiveness 

which ultimately leads to a search for one's own true self. Mikage experiences the 

feeling of loneliness and that she "would go on living in the midst of a gloomy 

depression, and that made me feel sick to the depths of my soul. - -1 wanted to give up 

living.'"^^ Only the presence of her friend Yuichi, who also just became an orphan and 

who therefore is suffering incredibly, makes her go on. But together with Yuichi, who 

shares her experiences of loss and loneliness, Mikage finds happiness and security. 

Because death is so heavy - we, too young to know about it, couldn't handle it. 
After this you and I may end up seeing nothing but suffering, difficulty, and 
ugliness, but if only you'll agree to it, I want for us to go on to more difficult 
places, happier places, whatever comes, together.'^' 

She also finds her true calling in cooking and — eventually - teaching how to cook. 

Cooking for her is more than a hobby or a profession. Ken Oomi points out that "she 

leams to cook to feel she's alive."*" Cooking here also implies the unifying role a meal 

can have within a family as well as her feeling of comfort and ability. During difficult 

times, Mikage finds her dedication and profession in life and a true friend and 

(possibly) lover. This is a development that leads through many of Banana Yoshimoto's 

stories of recovery and personal growth: "usually (Banana Yoshimoto's) stories start 

with death and end with an outlook towards life."'^^ While she starts with the depiaion 

Amrita. p.74. 
Kitchen 11. p.48. 
Kitchen II. p.lOl. 
Ken Oomi, "Monokirigata to shi to", p.265. 
Ken Oomi, p.267. 



of troubled individuals, siie often indicates a solution or a more positive outlook to the 

future for these individuals. 

This is the case also m Moonlight Shadow, where the death of Hiiragi's 

girlfriend and Satsuki's boyfriend overshadow their lives from the beginning of the 

story. The reaction of the survivors to the deaths of their lovers is quite striking: Hiiragi 

decides to wear his girlfriends' school uniform and Satsuki has become 'addicted' to 

jogging. While this might seem odd to the reader, these are means for the main 

characters to deal with the tragic situations. "His sailor outfit - my jogging. They served 

exactly the same purpose. - - We were battling not to think of what we had lost. - - If - -

we remembered, we could - - find ourselves standing alone in the darkness.'"^® The 

extreme behavior correlates to the drastic/terrible experiences they have had and with 

the feeling of sadness and darkness. Both Satsuki and Hiiragi try to find new ways of 

expression and by doing so they eventually develop a more positive outlook on life 

again. Satsuki comes to terms with Hitoshi's death by meeting his spirit again and 

seeing him at the night of the equinox Qtigcm\ when - according to traditional belief -

the souls of the dead descend to the eairth to meet the living. Hiiragi's dead girlfriend 

Yumiko, also comes to him in this night and she kindly (and symbolically) takes her 

school uniform with her. Thus, at the end of the story both Hiiragi and Satsuki have 

searched their souls and have found a new, stronger self to survive. 

Moonlight Shadow, d.120. 



This return to the dead in order to overcome their deaths is paralleled in 

Kanashii Yokan. Wherever the fate of Yayoi and Yukino turned after their parents' 

death, it was always somewhat unstable. This becomes particularly clear in the 

character of Yayoi who throws many things (and people) out of her life as soon as she 

gets tired of them.'" After the accident and as a result of it Yukino does not want to get 

involved in anything nor form attachments to anyone or anything anymore. The 

departures of people (and separation from objects) she experiences are all small deaths. 

Only by going to the only place in Japan where she can meet the souls of her dead 

parents, the Osorezan, can Yukino have some closure and start truly living again. 

Throughout these stories the protagonists usually find some kind of truth or 

philosophy along the way. They experience an insight into life, its brevity, and the 

loneliness of the individual, and they find consolation in this truth to go on living. 

Mainly they learn about themselves and eventually they "are encountering hope for the 

first time.""' 

As for the protagonists, death makes them aware of their own isolation and 

loneliness in this world. It also awakens them to the necessity to form bonds with other 

individuals who they can truly relate to. In these stories, group behavior or Japanese 

society as a group does not play a role in the people's lives. There are no meta-concepts 

Kanashii Vnkan p.l 14. 

'̂ Afterword", T.i/ani p.93. 
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anymore that hold people together as a group. The group-oriented society in Japan has 

gone completely individualistic in Banana Yoshimoto's stories. 

As the protagonists do not find support in traditional institutions, there are other 

factors which lend them a feeling of security in life. Confronted with death and in 

search of one's own self, each individual stands alone. Most of them find a new 

stability - not within themselves but in new relationships. Others find additional support 

and stability in specific surroundings. For Mikage the kitchen has this function. It is the 

place where she sleeps after the death of her grandmother, where "the refrigerator kept 

me from thinking of my loneliness."'^' It is the place that gives her peace and quiet and 

that restores her spirit. 

The protagonists in Amrita and Tsugumi also have a place, which implies 

stability and continuity in their disrupted or sometimes disturbed lives. Maria, who 

grows up in a village at the ocean, describes its power and influence on her. 

In good and in bad times - - you could always count on the ocean, it was there, 
when I turned around - - Quietly and wide the ocean encircled the city, it rose 
and it withdrew again, all at its appropriate time, with certainty. - -Where do 
people in big cities draw their 'inner stability' from, where do they look out 
to?"° 

Thus, the ocean symbolizes a strength and a continuity within life. It might change 

according to the tides but it always remains. 

Kitchen, p.5. 
Tsugumi. d.28. 



Similarly, Sakumi realizes the peaceflilness and strength of nature when visiting 

Tokyo and describing the people there. "There wasn't a mountain or an ocean in sight. 

No wonder their eyes were never at ease."'®' Nature restores Sakumi's peace of mind, 

be it mountains or the ocean in Saipan. Nature inflicts a "sacred feeling of 

inaccessiblity" and it is a force and a necessary part within the lives of human beings. 

This feeling is in accordance with the traditional understanding of nature within 

Japanese culture. According to Japanese belief, human beings do not stand separate 

from or opposed to nature, as is the case in Western thought. Their lives are embedded 

in it, thus, they do not consider themselves superior to nature. The aesthetic and 

spiritual appreciation of nature play an important role in Japanese life. Often natural 

elements have been considered divine. The importance of nature and its role within the 

lives of the protagonists, thus, is somewhat traditional. 

To answer Tsugumi's and Sakumi's question about life apart from nature in the 

cities, one might say that - without many natural phenomena present - people turn to 

other spaces for stability. Thus, the kitchen in Kitchen might be considered to hold a 

similar - although not sacred - meaning. These spaces and the interpersonal 

relationships in these stories reveal that every human being needs a point outside his 

own self which lends him support. And it is a general characteristic of human beings to 

'®' Amrita. d.223. 



search for this point. In Yoshimoto's stories, traditional elements, thus, coexist with a 

very liberal, very modem lifestyle. 

The women in these stories might not be radical feminists fighting against male 

society, but they are definitely going their own individual way without bothering to 

even consider the reaction of society. The stories rely heavily on individualistic 

experience and general human feelings. In doing this, Yoshimoto has embraced many 

of the concepts and ideas feminists have been fighting for hundreds of years, such as 

the equal treatment of men and women and the possibility of the woman to choose the 

way in which she wants to lead her life. However, Yoshimoto does not make a point of 

this. The female protagonists take it as a natural given that they have exactly the same 

rights and duties and struggles in their lives as their male counterparts. Nowhere in 

these stories is the independent decision of a woman questioned or her path limited or 

obstructed by male interference. In this world of hers, there is no struggle against (a 

patriarchal) society. Society as such, with its meta-narratives, has increasingly 

dissolved, and, thus, neither society nor its representatives of power, men, form a threat 

to women in these stories. 

It has to be taken into consideration, however, that all of the protagonists face an 

unusual fate and are not part of mainstream society. As Mikage observes when 

describing the other women in the cooking class: 

Their attitude was completely different from mine. Those women lived their 
lives happily. They had been taught, probably by caring parents, not to exceed 
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the boundaries of their happiness regardless of what they were doing. But 
therefore they could never know real joy. Which is better? Who can say? 
Everyone lives the way she knows best. What I mean by 'their happiness' is 
living a life untouched as much as possible by the knowledge that we are really, 
all of us, alone.'®* 

Mikage realizes that she -just like Satsuki, Kazami, Tsugumi, Sakumi and Yayoi- has 

experienced things and times that many Japanese cannot share. This might make her life 

harder and more lonely. On the other hand, it offers her a freedom of choices, and a 

determination unequalled by those who live an 'ordinary' life. This successful struggle 

for survival also makes it possible to feel a great joy at positive things in life which 

other people might take for granted. The reason for this freedom of thought partly lies 

in the fact that the fatherless family has become a common characteristic within this 

marginal group of Japanese society. Thus, Confucian and other patriarchal concepts 

simply have become non-existent or void. 

While these descriptions might appear somewhat extreme and only reflect a 

small group of society, they still reveal a change and can be taken as an exaggeration of 

the truth. In their extreme, they reflect a development which is taking place in 

contemporary Japan and they "mirror - - on a small scale their own adolescent crises 

and attempts at self-exploration.'"® These crises often caused by death, also lead to a 

search and a connection between people on a different level. As bonds among people in 

Kitchen, p.58/59. 
Nobuko Awaya and David P. Phillips, Popular Reading, p.249. 
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this world have diminished and become less strong, they turn toward spiritual 

connections also as a possible means of stability. 

V.2. Spirituality and Life Bevond Reality 

One of the principles of postmodern theory is the claim that there is no meta-

narrative anymore. The resulting pluralism of ideas and principles allows for more 

individual self-expression. There is also the possibility of a pluralism of existence; the 

concept of the existence of a single unique world has dissolved. Contemporary writers 

such as Murakami Haruki have included this principle in their novels. Similarly, 

Banana Yoshimoto describes a world outside the 'real' world in some of her stories, a 

world that exists on a different level, a different sphere. 

This different level of existence reveals itself in various ways. In Kitchen, 

Tsugumi and Amrita this happens in the form of a parallelism of dreams at night. In 

Kitchen, Yuichi and Mikage both dream about their scrubbing the kitchen floor at 

Mikage's old place in the same night. This dream reveals the strong bond between the 

two of them and the similarity of their mental state. The spiritual connection in dreams 

also shows the emotional depth of their relationship and explains the calming influence 

Yuichi and Eriko have on Mikage, helping her to get over the death of her 

grandmother. The line between dream and reality is somewhat blurred in that a dream 

can become reality as much as reality might as well be a dream. "In the endless 



repetition of other nights, other mornings, this moment, too, might become a dream.'"®^ 

It seems that it is sometimes not so clear anymore which world is the dream world and 

which one is 'real'. In Amrita the dream world also coexists with the 'real' world and 

the parallel dreams of Yoshi and his sister Sakumi reveal a particularly strong 

psychological and emotional bond. 

In Kanashii Yokan Yayoi also seems to have a different level of perception. 

While taking a bath in the home of her foster family she suddenly feels very 

uncomfortable, and feels she was hit on the neck by a wooden duck. But there is no 

duck. Later on she has the same disturbing feeling again when she has a daydream. "I 

had a weird dream. In this dream I was a different person and I killed a baby boy. Even 

now I can recall the terrible feeling I had."'®^ Later it appears that a baby was, in fact, 

killed accidentally in that very bathroom before Yayoi's foster family had moved in. 

Yayoi, thus, has the ability to sense the presence of a spirit of the dead. On several 

occasions she also feels the suffering of people close to her. Her sister Yukino recalls 

that on the day of their tragic trip to Aomori with their parents, Yayoi threw a fit 

because she knew her parents would die. Yukino recalls Yayoi's words that "this was 

going to be the last trip of the family - - But we went on to Aomori.'"®^ The title of the 

story itself reflects Yayoi's ability and the healing process both sisters have to go 

Kitchen. p.41. 
Kanashii Yokan. p.35. 
Kanashii Y6kan. p.66/67. 



through, as it hints at Yayoi's ability to predict specific events in the future, even her 

parents' death. 

Both Yayoi and Yukino also have a special spiritual connection, as they 

sometimes seem to be able to communicate through thoughts. When Yayoi goes to look 

for Yukino, who has disappeared, she goes to the family cottage in Kamizawa where 

they sometimes spend the summer in the past. Yukino must have known ahead of time 

that Yayoi would come to look for her in this place since she left a note for her saying : 

"You really came here! I am glad!" And as if commenting on their own complicated 

life (or on the fact that Yayoi came with her step brother Tetsuo), she adds: "trouble 

deepens the love.'"®^ This reveals a strong emotional bond as well as some sort of 

ability to predict specific events or read someone else's mind. 

In Tsugumi, the dreams themselves are not as important as is the sudden 

awakening from dreams at night. In three instances Maria, Tsugumi and Tsugumi's 

later boyfriend Kyoichi happen to be awake and meet accidentally in the middle of the 

night. All three of them claim sudden insomnia and that they were somewhat enchanted 

by the night. On a few occasions they also realize that they have the same thoughts. 

Maria blames this phenomenon partly on the night itself and declares that true feelings 

are more bound to be revealed at night. "It was because of the night. Clear nights like 

'®" Kanashii YSkan. p.92. 



this make you reveal your inner thoughts and feelings. Unknowingly you suddenly open 

your soul and start to talk.'"®® 

In Tsugumi the night does not only reveal positive truths. While Tsugumi meets 

her later boyfhend Kyoichi at night at the ocean and meets him again accidentally at 

night when he is walking by, Maria also finds out about Tsugumi's ability for intensive 

hatred at night. Tsugumi traps a boy who participated in killing Kyoichi's dog in a huge 

hole she dug up behind their house at night. When Tsugumi's sister Saku finds the 

scared boy at night in the covered hole, Tsugumi is not at all remorseful. The night 

seems to release her strongest feelings, which are equivalent to and might be a result of 

her constant suffering. 

In several of Yoshimoto's stories the night seems to bring out the true selves of 

the characters and fate seems to fulfill itself at night, hi Moonlight Shadow, Satsuki 

jogs at night, which is her way of healing and of coping with the death of her boyfriend. 

She also meets a woman called Urara at night who tells her about the possibility of 

seeing her dead boyfriend again at a specific time (July 7, equinox). Again it is at 

nighttime that she sees him and that she can finally start to heal. In Amrita, the night 

sometimes reveals truths in the form of dreams and there are also mysterious sleepless 

nights in which suddenly important people just stop by, just like Kyoichi did in 

Tsugumi. 

Tsugumi. p.77. 



An extension of the parallelism of dreams can be seen in various instances. 

Tsugumi and Maria in Tsugumi and Mikage and Yuichi in Kitchen feel a strong 

coimection due to unconsciously having the same thoughts. This parallelism of worlds 

exists also in N.P., where the world of stories coexists with the 'real' world. Kazami's 

sister, who lives in England, senses when something is wrong in Kazami's life and 

correctly describes Kazami's relationship with the much older translator ShSji, although 

nobody ever told her about it. Kazami realizes that it is not clear anymore which is real 

life and which is dream or imagination. N.P. almost seems to be a story within a story, 

a typical strategy of postmodern literature. Another level of coexistence of the two 

worlds is the recurring feeling of Kazami and Sui of being watched by someone 

invisible. For Sui this feeling recurs every time she reads N.P. - as if the writer himself 

had come back to her. Similarly, Kazami realizes that the fictional world is part of her 

world and at times threatens to take over. When talking about translating she describes 

the difficulty of living without a fictional world: "I sometimes need a total escape, in a 

place without a story.'"® 

When she discusses the pros and cons of living in the U.S. and in Japan with 

Sui, Kazami wonders only "If you move, do you become a character in a story native to 

that land, or do you, somewhere in your heart, want to return to your homeland."'™ 

While Kazami tries to escape and stresses the fact that N.P. is just a book, not her own 

N.P.. D.88. 
N.P.. D.87. 
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story, this seems to be an unacceptable conclusion. She remains in the story. Maybe that 

is why - at the end of the story with the departure of Sui - one gets the impression that 

this was all just a dream, a story that lasted one summer - a summer's dream. The end 

of the story with Otohiko and Kazami at the beach is reminiscent of story or film 

endings. 

To my amazement, Sui started to recede into the distance after three or four 
days, I was surprised at the shallowness of my attachment, and also at my ability 
to separate myself from her. - - The whole summer seemed like a dream. It 
wasn't a bad dream, though - - there was nothing more for me to accomplish so 
I decided to move on.'^' 

Similarly, Sakumi in Amrita feels that "sauntering down the street, I figured I was only 

a passing apparition."'^ 

Different from the feeling of irreality, of life but related to it, in Amrita a 

telepathic communication takes place among several people. Their telepathic 

communication is a conscious one and is often directly initiated by one party. Sakumi 

and Yoshio communicate in dreams or in visions during the day if there is any danger 

or a problem ahead. Sakumi and Yoshio meet friends on the island Saipan, some of 

whom have similar and stronger abilities. The same holds true for Yoshio's new 

acquaintances in Tokyo, Noodles and Mr. Mesmer. All of them have the ability to 

establish mental connections with those who are perceptive enough. A communication 

via thoughts, thus, becomes an option, although it definitely does not replace 

'^'N.R. p. 164. 
Amrita. p.276. 



conversation. Only very strong emotions or thoughts can be received by others. While 

all the people involved in this are - to different degrees - living at the margin of 

Japanese society, they are often also more vulnerable than others as they are more 

sensitive and perceptive. It seems that mostly those people who lack a certain stability 

and a knowledge of their position in this world are perceptive to supernatural abilities 

and connections. 

Thus, Yoshio is most perceptive after Mayu's death and hears voices from all 

kinds of different people — dead and alive people who are far away — when he is 

struggling to find the balance in his life. Sakumi also is struggling with the death of 

Mayu, but she only starts 'receiving' messages from others or predictions about the 

future after she suffers amnesia from her fall. This fall has previously been described as 

a death-like experience. Suffering and closeness to death, thus, enhance such 

supernatural ability. 

Equally, Sakumi's fnend Saseko, the woman in Saipan whose voice can actually 

attract the souls of the dead, is someone who suffered abuse and loneliness (when 

growing up in an orphanage) to a great extent. Unable to sustain a 'regular' and stable 

lifestyle within Japanese mainstream society, she finds fulfillment and love in Saipan. 

The location itself is a remote part of Japan and might represent a group of people 

living at the margin, if not the outside, of Japanese society. Here Saseko lives with her 

boyfriend and can actually work with her extraordinary ability - her singing career 



profits greatly from her singing's attraction to the spirits of the dead. "She turns to the 

ocean and sings to a crowd without human form. - - the phenomenon was impossible to 

describe. - - it was something entirely different. It was closer to those things my brother 

saw and heard in his mind, translated in the form of a song.'"^ With the reintroduction 

of some stability into the characters' lives, their supernatural abilities decrease and this 

makes it possible for them to reenter Japanese society again. 

The existence of the Other, the spiritual realm, is not regarded as something 

particularly extraordinary, as there appear to be quite a few people with such abilities in 

Amrita. There is an institute in California where Mr. Mesmer works and where Noodles 

went to school which Noodles calls a kind of new religion. At this institute the abilities 

of the mind are explored in more detail. However, studying these abilities also poses a 

threat to the individual, and Sakumi and Yoshio decide against sending Yoshio there. 

One night Sakumi and Yoshio seem to see a UFO pass over, "a flying saucer (which) 

stopped right above the foliage in front of us and - - then burst into flames and was 

gone. - - A light so pure, full of genuine beauty.'"^" This incident is described with awe 

by Sakumi, however there is no flirther comment nor an explanation. It seems that only 

people with specific perceptive abilities can see these elements of a different level of 

existence. There is no real need for an explanation because this phenomenon is not 

regarded as extraordinary by specific people (like Sakumi and Yoshio) anymore. These 

Amrita p.l76. 
Amrita. p. 100. 



phenomena are described as a fact, a possibility of different worlds coexisting. Again, 

the extraordinary is described in a relatively normal and ordinary tone. At the time 

when Yoshio predicts the UFO to appear "his expression glimmered in the darkness 

like the content look of Buddhist jizdh^ the guardian deities of children.'"" The 

existence of a different realm, here compared to a religious one, is not a possibility, it is 

a fact. People connected and perceptive to this r^Im have a spiritual, if not sacred, aura 

about them like Yoshio. 

In this description, just like the telepathic abilities of Sakumi and her friends in 

Amrita, Yoshimoto goes far beyond what Jameson describes as schizophrenic. These 

incidents are not limited to the schizophrenic perception of the world by one person or 

to the inclusion of dreams into the real world. They are representatives of the "mosaic 

of cultural styles" that Marilyn Ivy'^'® described. They incorporate a legitimate 

coexistence of a variety of styles, ways and beliefs and their complete equality with 

regard to value or truthfulness. 

It is also interesting that these events represent a fraction, an episode of a 

shojo's life on her way to find herself. There is a strong notion in these stories that the 

present situation is only temporary and there is an awareness of the fleetingness of life. 

For Maria in Tsugumi this shows in her thoughts. She feels an episode of her life is over 

with her move to T5kyo and with Tsugumi's family leaving the town at the ocean. 

Anmta, p. 100. 
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While the awareness of this change makes her sad and nostalgic for the past, she also 

feels it is a necessity of life and a part of growing up. When talking about his dog 

Kyoichi remarks that human beings - unlike animals — are not able to completely trust 

another human being because everyone is part of a process of constant change due to 

their surroundings. 

A human being constantly learns new things and therefore constantly changes a 
little bit. He forgets many things, finishes something, draws a line underneath it 
- and somehow he probably has to do so. Maybe, because there are so many 
things to do.'" 

The story Tsugumi seems to be recalling an episode of life that the narrator 

looks back on as she tells it in flashbacks. It is also this episodic character of life that 

Maria's father refers to when describing his understanding of family relationships. 

While he loves Maria's mother and Maria very much at the time of the narration, 

feelings are also always subject to various influences and, thus, can change. He also 

regards this as a natural characteristic of life. The awareness of the episodic nature of 

existence itself is a Buddhist concept of life and also a major part of Tsugumi's life, 

since she is constantly confronted with death through her illness. 

The belief in the power of the kami (gods) of Japan who created the country and 

the people had been a strong component of Japanese people's lives traditionally which 

coexisted with strong Buddhist beliefs of rebirth, Buddhist hell and enlightenment. The 

Marilyn Ivy, "Critical Texts, Mass Artifacts: The Consunq)tion of Knowledge in Postmodern J^an", 
Masao Miyoshi and H.D. Harootunian (eds.) Postmodernism and Japan, p.36. 

Tsugumi. p. 123. 
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awareness of life's brevity and at the same the eternal circles of life can be found in a 

variety of Yoshimoto's stories such as Amrita, Tsugumi, N.P. and Moonlight Shadow. 

In Amrita there is even a stronger understanding that life only takes place in the 

present and that every single day brings something completely new. At any given stage, 

the narrator is ready to bid his life farewell and will then be erased from the new 

'present': 

Whatever happens, happens, I don't really care. Even if I die. My life has been 
fun; I have no regrets. Actually, I have nothing, not a single thing to show for 
my days and months and years on this planet - no children, nothing, zilch. If I 
died right now, I'd just disappear from one side of me to the other.'^® 

She also uses the traditional image of the cherry blossom, which was used as a 

metaphor for a samurai's life - its possible brevity and its constant awareness of death -

to describe her own life and life in general. They incorporate once ultimate beauty and, 

at the same time, fleetingness of life as they fall off the tree after only a few days of 

blooming. 

As people we narrowly get by with our lives each day, energy from our soft, 
delicate actions appearing like cherry blossoms, only once, and only for a short 
time. Eventually petals fall to the ground. - - It happens only once and then it's 
over. But I eternally melt into that instant.'™ 

This exemplifies at the same time the brevity of life and its beauty. Sakumi shows 

feelings, traditionally and inherently Japanese, a nostalgia that is connected to the 

sadness and beauty of life, mono no aware. The analogy of a cherry blossom and life is 

Amrita. p. 116. 
'"Amrita, p. 103/104. 
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also often drawn in Buddhist belief to show that attachment to material things in life is 

not essential, as the soul is only in this life for such a short time. The understanding of 

life taking place in the form of many presents only is at the same time traditional and 

postmodern as it connects with an episodic and partly schizophrenic perception of the 

world in Yoshimoto's stories. 

Sakumi's understanding of life's importance and its brevity also resembles the 

Buddhist understanding of life as a circle; 

Cycles never change. One day our bodies turn to bones, which eventually turn 
back into dust. Then we melt in the air, and become vapors covering the earth in 
an atmospheric dome. All are connected - Japan, along with China. Italy would 
be there too. - - A time will come when I become a part of the wind blowing 
around in endless circles. - - How wonderful it will be, leaving this body so 
limited in comprehension and moving into a permanence of complete 
perception.'^" 

At this stage conflicts and problems cease to exist. People have spiritually entered an 

existence where material things are of no value. Sakumi is aware of this just like her 

brother Yoshio and this probably makes both also very perceptive for the voices of the 

dead on the island of Saipan. 

Time in N.P. also describes a circle and only shows us a transitional stage of 

search for belonging and truth in life, and in Tsugimi people only live in the present. In 

Amrita we are shown that long-term plans or too strong an attachment to goals in this 

life might be in vain. There are no meta-narratives, no goals to strive for or to achieve; 

Amrita. p.213. 
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life simply is, right at this moment. However, Sakumi also describes the difficulty of 

living her life in this way. She cannot but try to help her brother get better and to focus 

on the future and, thus, she already departs from the path towards an eternal life in the 

present, where she is "just - - being there." Thus, she tries to depart from the 

postmodern concept of schizophrenia as she tries to pull the different sequented 

elements of life and the different levels of existence together to create a 'whole', 

rounded picture of life for Yoshio and for herself. She compares herself to an ocean, 

drawing near and pushing back, and she explains that she "want (s) to go through life in 

the same way."'®* The interpretation of life as everchanging and flowing also is a 

spiritual motif close to traditional Japanese Buddhist literature. These literary elements 

which point to different levels of existence can also in postmodern literature. Banana 

Yoshimoto, thus, creates a rounded picture of modem young people in modem Japan 

using modem as well as traditional elements to describe their world and their feelings 

towards this world. 

Thus, the field of spirituality within Banana Yoshimoto's literature is relatively 

wide as it ranges from dreams and telepathic visions, which might be closer to some 

new modem religious groups, and to a traditionally Buddhist understanding of life and 

to mankind in general. 

Amrita. p. 104. 
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VI. CONCLUSION 

In this paper I have examined the significance of Banana Yoshimoto's literary 

works in light of different areas of societal change - feminism, the dissolution of the 

nuclear family - and contemporary literary tendencies such as postmodernist ideas. 

Many aspects of traditional Japanese culture, which have shaped Japanese life, are in a 

state of change. As a result of social, historical and economical developments and the 

internationalization of Japanese society, strict religious beliefs - whether Buddhist or 

Shintoist — and the Confucian value system are losing their significance within the lives 

of young Japanese. This generates a variety of problems including loss of a meaningful 

context of life and the lack of a social support system for the individual. 

Banana Yoshimoto describes the resulting feeling of instability in most of her 

novels, in which the individual often stands alone facing a sometimes threatening world 

of tragedies to cope with and difficult choices to make. Her characters have to deal with 

the death of loved ones and other challenging situations without having any support 

from either family or society. 

Her real interest is a psychological one. Banana Yoshimoto's characters 

have to endure hardships and suffering. This experience, however, also has its positive 

component: it initiates the process of searching for one's own identity and enables the 
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individual to grow mentally. "Coping with problems and growing: I believe, those are 

the things that shape the mental and spiritual development of a person, with all his 

hopes and possibilities.'"^ Thus, her stories describe a healing process after a tragic 

incident or difficult situation, which leads to personal growth. 

As part of this healing process the individuals turn to a variety of factors for 

support; they form 'new' families out of groups of friends and find some stability in 

traditional concepts such as specific locations including nature. They also find stability 

in a different realm of existence and form mental connections with other troubled 

people. 

It is interesting that in some instances religious concepts such as spirits of the 

dead and Buddha figures find their way into Banana Yoshimoto's stories, while she 

denies religion any role as an institution within Japanese society. In a purely spiritual, 

rather than institutionalized religious respect, comparisons are made between Buddhist 

or Shintoist deities and insightful or particularly perceptive people. Yoshio in Amrita 

and Sui in iV.P., two of the characters most lost and in search of their path through life, 

are compared to these deities by the narrator of the stories. These characters are 

severely troubled in life and the resulting suffering which they endure, might make 

them seem somewhat like saints. One might even argue that they partly mirror the basic 

Buddhist understanding of life as suffering, which is also a basic element and to some 

Banana Yoshimoto, "Afterword", Kitchen, p. 185. 



extent a necessity in Banana Yoshimoto's stories since this is the only way for people to 

learn about life. 

Yoshimoto makes the suffering of people who do not fit into the 'system' of 

Japanese culture and norms and who, therefore, are confined to life at the margin of 

society, her cause. "I wanted to communicate the notion that such (troubled) people 

should be able to live as they please, without interference from others. Anyone should, 

for that matter.'"®^ 

Thereby she extends the struggle of her characters to a more general statement 

about the importance of individualist thinking and the denial of society's controlling 

function. By doing so she justifies also the dissolution of traditional gender roles in her 

stories. While it is possible in her stories for men and women to remain in the 

traditional roles, this is merely an option - and not a very desirable one at that. As most 

of her characters face extreme challenges in their lives, they search for and — eventually 

expose their innermost feelings, which — as a result - are often appropriately extreme. 

Without society as a regulating institution, people choose their individual paths, and it 

turns out that these paths include the discovery of a female side within the personality 

of some men. While this is based on purely individualist thought, it incorporates the 

idea that closer mental contact and understanding between the sexes, which is 

developing within the younger generations, is also a necessity for interpersonal 

N.P.. p. 194. 



relationships as young women are not willing anymore to stay within their traditional 

roles. Accordingly, they do not care to accept men who stick to the traditional male role 

either. Thus, within her concept of individualism. Banana Yoshimoto supports not a 

radical but a very strong feminist point of view. Her female characters stand alone and 

find their own way in life. 

The underlying individualistic concept of life and the negation of an overall 

concept such as 'society' is characteristic of postmodern theory. In postmodernism 

there is no common goal or single interpretation of the world for everybody. The 

postmodern position is also characterized by the dissolution of contrasting positions; 

this includes hierarchical structures as well as gender roles. At the same time, 

Yoshimoto includes the pwstmodem principle of a somewhat schizophrenic view of the 

world as the limits of reality and imagination are frequently blurred in her stories. This 

can also be the result of an actual parallelism of worlds or realities (i.e. in Amrita). The 

pluralism of ideas and thoughts, thus, is applicable to all aspects of the world she 

creates. 

An aspect that leads like a thread through all her writing is, of course, the shdjo 

culture. ShSjo culture, which lends this paper its overall structure, embraces most of the 

aspects of Banana Yoshimoto's writing described above. Thus, the gem^e of shojo 

mcmga, which is one of the major influences for Banana Yoshimoto's writing, reflects 



the postmodern, postwar culture of Japan and depicts all the societal and spiritual 

changes implied in Banana Yoshimoto's stories. 

However, Banana Yoshimoto's characters do not completely match those in the 

shojo manga. In her stories there is neither a consumer-oriented attitude nor are most of 

the girls she portrays just cute and superficial. Banana Yoshimoto goes somewhat 

beyond the concept of shojo culture depicted in the comic books. The frequent deaths in 

her stories, which inflict pain and initiate a search for the own true self by the 

protagonists reveal a depth which is not necessarily part of shojo life. While one 

definition of shojo does imply that they know about their social standing and their 

position somewhat outside the mainstream society, shojo usually do not have the same 

mental and spiritual depth as Yoshimoto's figures. 

The search for the self brings about a quite positive attitude towards life, in spite 

of or because of the fact that it includes an awareness of the brevity of life. With this 

knowledge, Yoshimoto's protagonists learn to appreciate life through suffering. And 

Banana Yoshimoto describes her own intentions of writing in order to express the idea 

that, "Regardless of all the amazing (and terrible) events that happen to each of us, 

there will always be the never-ending cycle of life.'"®'* Banana Yoshimoto suggests that 

strength and positive attitude develop through their spiritual search. 

Amrita. d.173. 



Banana Yoshimoto points out that traditional Buddhist elements such as the 

consolation found in the awareness of the circles of existence and the stability found in 

nature play an important role in the stability of people's spiritual lives. However, 

stability can only be achieved if it coincides with the strength and positive attitude 

people derive from their own search for their own self. Both elements melted together 

reflect the mixture of traditionally Japanese and internationalized culture so 

characteristic of contemporary Japanese culture. 

Portraying these aspects of contemporary Japan and of the essential position of 

women within it. Banana Yoshimoto becomes a spokesperson for young women in 

Japan today. While using extreme cases she creates an example of young women's 

struggles and need for a new self-definition within a society that is changing rapidly. 

This explains the attraction she holds for her mostly female (and sAohew-type male) 

readership. 

As a representative of both women and Japanese postmodern culture in general. 

Banana Yoshimoto's voice is essential for the further understanding and essential aspect 

of Japanese culture today. 
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