
An Account of My Perplexities: The
Humorous Essays of Kita Morio

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Peterson, Reed Monty

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:15:54

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/305365

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/305365


AN ACCOUNT OF MY PERPLEXITIES: 
THE HUMOROUS ESSAYS OF KITA MORIO 

 
by 

Reed M. Peterson 

 

 

_________________________ 
 

 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF EAST ASIAN STUDIES 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

 

2009 



 
 

2 
 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 
As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  
 
prepared by Reed M. Peterson 
 
entitled An Account of My Perplexities: The Humorous Essays of Kita Morio 
 
and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the  
 
Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 

J. Philip Gabriel    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 

Noel J. Pinnington    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 

Dian Li    
 
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 

Brian J. McVeigh    
    
_______________________________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 

Aurelie J. Sheehan    
    
 
Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate's 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.  
 
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 
 
 
________________________________________________ Date: May 29, 2009 
Dissertation Director: J. Philip Gabriel    
 



 
 

3 
 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 
 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library.  

 
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 

provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the head of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in 
his or her judgment the proposed use of the material is in the interests of scholarship. In 
all other instances, however, permission must be obtained from the author.  
 
 

SIGNED: ______________________________ 
       Reed M. Peterson 
 



 
 

4 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

I would like to thank my wife Reiko, and my children Luke, Josh, Marina, Kai, 
Christian, Jens, and Miles, for their prayers and words of encouragement as I worked on 
this. Every so often, the kids were even quiet for an hour or two. 

I would also like to thank my friends and relatives who helped with prayers, words of 
encouragement, and sometimes even material support. I hope I can repay your kindness 
and generosity some day. 

I would like to thank my advisor Phil Gabriel, and the members of my committee: 
Noel Pinnington, Brian McVeigh, Dian Li, and Aurelie Sheehan. They each provided a 
unique and valuable perspective, and I am confident that their input will benefit me 
throughout my career. 

I would like to thank Janet Kania and Brenda Fraker, the two kind and talented 
women who are truly the ones that make sure things go as they should in the Department 
of East Asian Studies at the University of Arizona. They have both gone beyond the call 
of duty to pull me out of the fire on numerous occasions. 

Finally, I would like to thank my Father in Heaven and Savior Jesus Christ. I would 
not have been able to do any of this without their frequent intervention in my life. 
Miracles do happen. 
 



 
 

5 
 

 
DEDICATION 

 
For Saitō Sōkichi, Kita Morio, and Doctor Manbō. 

 



 
 

6 
 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ......................................................................................................................7 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................8 

CHAPTER 1 THE MAN ................................................................................................59 

CHAPTER 2 THE DESCENDING GLOOM ................................................................94 

CHAPTER 3 THE L-NOVEL ......................................................................................141 

CHAPTER 4 MANBŌ WORLD ..................................................................................174 

CHAPTER 5 FIVE ESSAYS........................................................................................204 

CONCLUSION .............................................................................................................250 

APPENDIX A THIRD PLANET HYPERBOLE, INC. ...............................................260 

APPENDIX B STINGINESS AND EXTRAVAGANCE ............................................284 

APPENDIX C SAKE AND EXAMS ............................................................................298 

APPENDIX D NEW YEAR'S CARDS AND CHAIN LETTERS: A THREE-ESSAY 

SEQUENCE ........................................................................................313 

APPENDIX E NO WAKE, NO FUNERAL, NO MEMORIAL SERVICE ................326 

WORKS CITED ...........................................................................................................338 

 



 
 

7 
 

 
ABSTRACT 

Kita Morio has been one of the most successful humorists of Japan's postwar period, 

but his work has received little attention from scholars. The intent of this study is to 

provide an introduction to the humorous essays of Kita Morio. In particular, after the 

principles of the humor mechanism are established, the nature of the essays as a type of I-

novel is examined. The focus is then turned to the authorial persona that Kita uses in his 

humorous essays, and an overview of that manufactured fictional character and the world 

he inhabits is created. Finally, five individual essays are examined in the context created 

by the preceding chapters, with particular attention given to the manner in which humor 

functions in the essays, as well as the manner in which the reader can find comfort in 

them. Translations of the five essays examined in the final chapter are provided in the 

Appendix. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Imagination was given to man to compensate him for what he is not; a sense of humor 
to console him for what he is.--Francis Bacon 

 
Paul Theroux has observed that "[h]umorists are often unhappy men."1 It could also 

be argued, of course, that doctors and lawyers and truck drivers and engineers and fast 

food workers and freelance astrologers are often unhappy men (or women) as well. 

Unhappiness is no respecter of professions. Kings and peasants alike have bad-hair days, 

bad-hair years, and bad-hair lives. An occasional boot to the head is the shared 

inheritance of all who claim the label "mortal." 

It does seem safe to say, however, that without trials and tribulations, without 

perplexities and bewilderments, without befuddlement and consternation, there would be 

no comedy. A pleasant, well-dressed fellow walking down a smooth, unobstructed 

sidewalk, going into a clean and well-lit store that is fully stocked and that provides 

friendly, courteous, and efficient service, buying a fresh loaf of bread for a reasonable 

price, then returning to a peaceful, loving, prosperous home without incident, will never 

get a laugh. However, if that same fellow has neglected to zip his trousers, trips over a 

crack in the sidewalk, finds that the bread is stale and is labeled with a price tag of $85.00, 

then returns to a house full of crazies, at worst he is likely to get a few chuckles. 

 

                                                 
1 Paul Theroux, "Introduction," The Last Laugh. By S.L. Perelman (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1981), 
p. 9. 
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Humorists 

We would expect, then, to see much of humor coming from writers who had a keen 

sense of things being not quite right in the world. In fact, we should not be surprised to 

see that many of the most successful humorists seem to have a keen sense of things being 

not quite right with themselves. "[M]elancholy is basic in humor," writes Norris Yates. 

"[N]o first-rate humorists are Pollyannas."2 Legendary funnymen James Thurber, Robert 

Benchley, and S.J. Perelman,3 and later popular writers such as Erma Bombeck and even 

Dave Barry, have established themselves as some of the most successful American 

humorists of the past century—if not of all time—by lamenting and lampooning their 

own imperfections, dysfunctions, and misadventures. It seems that there is little reason to 

reach into the lives of others when there is so much comic material right here at home. 

Humor has long been an important part of American popular culture, but it seems that 

there has been a drop in the prominence and visibility of humorists since the 

Thurber/Benchley/Perelman era. As early as 1958, Dorothy Parker (herself a humorist) 

noticed a lack of great humorists, giving her opinion that S.J. Perelman stood alone,4 and 

five years later Perelman himself commented on "the paucity of written humor," 

attributing it to the tendency of those with "a flair for comedy" to go into "television or 

what remains of motion pictures." "There's far more loot in those fields," he said in an 

interview, "and while it's ignominious to be an anonymous gagman, perhaps, eleven 

                                                 
2 Norris Yates, Robert Benchley (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1968), p. 126. 
3 Comedian Steve Allen once referred to Thurber, Benchley, and Perelman as the “three funniest men 
writing in our time.” Steve Allen, "Philosophic Lunacy," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, Ed. Steven H. Gale. 
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 46. 
4 Dorothy Parker, "'Introduction' to The Most of S.J. Perelman," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, Ed. Steven 
H. Gale (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 42. 
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hundred dollars a week can be very emollient to the ego."5 Whatever the reason, post-

WWII America has seen fewer and fewer humorists who have attained the stature of 

Thurber, Benchley, Perelman and others of the genre's heyday, in particular their 

achievement of a type of celebrity status as individuals apart from their writing. Woody 

Allen has possibly been the closest in this sense to the humorists of that golden age, due 

to his active role in a variety of genres including film, television, theater, and literature, 

as well as frequent appearances in the tabloids. 

By contrast, Japan actually seems to have seen a blossoming of humorous essay 

writing after World War Two, during the exact time it was waning in the United States. 

Relaxed governmental restrictions, increased access to American literature, greater 

tolerance for diverse types of literature, a boom in comedy of all genres, and a surge in 

publishing directed toward the general public all worked together to create a market for 

humorists in Japan that continues to a great extent even now. Some newer Japanese 

writers, such as Harada Munenori,6 are even reminiscent of American writers of the 

"heyday" such as Robert Benchley, with their combination of activity in multiple fields, 

such as writing, theater, television, movies, and manga. The highly visible "celebrity" 

status of Thurber, Benchley, and Perelman, almost a cult of personality, can be seen in 

many post-WWII Japanese humorists as well. 

 

                                                 
5 William Cole and George Plimpton, "The Art of Fiction: S.J. Perelman," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays. 
Ed. Steven H. Gale (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 6. Naturally, "eleven hundred dollars a 
week" was a much more significant sum in Perelman's day than in ours. 
6 原田宗典 (1959- ). All Japanese names herein are written in Japanese order, with surname first. 
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Kita Morio 

One of the most prominent of these is Kita Morio7 (b. 1927), who, though he began 

his career as a skilled psychiatrist,8 became a prolific and successful post-WWII writer, 

publishing approximately 130 books,9 including poetry, novels, biographies, and 

collections of short stories and essays. Kita has won numerous prizes covering a wide 

range of literature, from "serious" fiction to comic literature to biography, stretching over 

many decades. These awards include the prestigious Akutagawa Prize in 1960 for the 

story "Yoru to kiri no sumi de" (In the Corner of Fog and Night), the Mainichi Prize in 

1964 for the novel Nire-ke no hitobito (The House of Nire), the Japan Literary Prize in 

1986 for the novel Kagayakeru aoki sora no shita de (Under a Shining Blue Sky), and the 

Osaragi Jiro Prize in 1998 for a four-volume biography of his father, the poet Saitō 

Mokichi.10  

In addition to critical success, Kita has enjoyed continued commercial success, 

including best- and long-sellers beginning with Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki (Doctor Manbō 

at Sea), which finished the year 1960 at number three in sales. Another entry in the 

Manbō series, Dokutoru Manbō seishunki (An Account of The Adolescence of Doctor 

Manbō), was number six on the best seller list for 1968, and has continued with steady 

sales during the subsequent four decades. Kita's readers have come from diverse 

backgrounds. Okuno Takeo has observed that fans of Kita's writing were a new reader 

                                                 
7 北杜夫 
8 Takeo Okuno, Kita Morio no bungaku sekai (Tokyo: Chūō Kōronsha, 1978), p. 111. 
9 Based on the listing in Kita Morio, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki (Tokyo: Nikkei Publishing Inc., 2007). 
10 斎藤茂吉 (1882-1953). 
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base, specifically, those who were looking for a sense of familiarity and intimacy in the 

work, as well as a mode of living and a sense of comfort.11 

Like the "Manbō" character who narrates the bulk of his humor, Kita Morio has been 

something of a common man who somehow makes his way into circumstances and 

experiences that are anything but common. Outside his literary endeavors, Kita had a 

short but successful career as a psychiatrist before turning to writing full-time, and is 

recognized as an expert entomologist who includes insects in his fiction as frequently as 

possible. He has traveled to exotic locales including the Karakoram mountain range, 

Okhotsk, and rural Brazil, for work, research, and recreation. He has appeared in a series 

of television commercials, and has worked behind the scenes as well, including an early 

collaboration with manga and anime legend Tezuka Osamu12 to write the script for the 

animated feature film The Adventures of Sinbad (1962). He has even founded his own 

independent state, the Mabuse Republic. The combination of his distinct literary persona 

and the highly publicized nature of the diverse (and sometimes strange) activities in his 

non-literary activities has served to create an image of Kita Morio which, like that of 

Thurber, Benchley, and Perelman, is both larger than life and accessible to the average 

person.  

In contrast to his extensive fan base, Kita has garnered only minor scholarly attention 

in Japan. Though only one short book (which is essentially a collection of previously 

published articles) has been written about his work, a small number of journal articles 

have been published about both the man and his writing. Outside Japan, however, Kita 

                                                 
11 Okuno, p. 71. 
12 手塚治虫 (1928-1989). 
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remains relatively unknown even to scholars of modern Japanese literature; they may be 

familiar with his name, but not his work. While many of the works of contemporaries 

(some of whom, such as Endō Shūsaku,13 have elements in their writing that are similar 

to those of Kita's work) have been published in English, as of this writing, only two of 

Kita's works are currently available in English (Ghosts and The House of Nire; 

translations of Doctor Manbo at Sea and The Adventures of Kupukupu the Sailor have 

been published, but are currently out of print), along with a small handful of other stories 

that have made their way into journals and a short story collection.14 There are no books 

in English that deal with Kita's life and/or work, and no articles on him, other than a few 

short reviews of The House of Nire; there are no dissertations that address either Kita 

himself or his work. When Kita is mentioned at all, such mention is limited to an 

extremely brief biographical sketch15 and mention of The House of Nire, Ghosts, and 

occasionally Doctor Manbo at Sea. In other words, Kita Morio and his work have been 

almost completely ignored by scholars who publish for an English-speaking audience. 

Though many successful Japanese writers have yet to be the subject of research outside 

Japan, it is somewhat surprising that Kita has been overlooked considering his award-

winning and long-term popular success in Japan. 

Even when we look at the work of scholars who have written about Kita, it quickly 

becomes evident that there is something significant missing: Humor. More than half of 

                                                 
13 遠藤周作 (1923-1996). 
14 See, for example, Autumn Wind and Other Stories (1994), a collection of stories translated by Lane 
Dunlop, which includes Kita's 1956 story "Iwaone ni te" ("Along the Mountain Ridge"). 
15 Some of these, including that published in 2007 as part of the Gale Virtual Reference Library in 
Contemporary Authors (which even gets Kita’s real name wrong), are full of inaccuracies, misspellings, 
and typographical errors. 
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everything Kita Morio has published is humor. (The ratio of humor in his entire body of 

work increases if we include humorous elements found in his more somber fiction such 

as The House of Nire.) Kita's humorous work is well known in Japan, where his fans 

seem to divide themselves generally into two camps: those who see Kita as a "serious" 

writer who also writes humor and those who see him as a humorist who also writes 

"serious" literature.  

This bifurcation of Kita's work into "serious" and "non-serious" is in some ways 

problematic. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, humor is not necessarily non-serious. The 

issues, problems, and experiences of life that are addressed by humorous literature are 

more often than not the same as those addressed by so-called "serious" literature, and the 

answers found through laughing recognition are no less helpful than those found through 

somber reflection; in fact, as will be discussed, there are many occasions on which the 

humorous approach is more effective than a more gloomy tone. Regardless of whether or 

not we draw an arbitrary line between humor and "serious" literature, I refer to Kita 

Morio as a humorist in this study not because he is a writer exclusively of literature 

intended to be perceived as funny, but because humor is an integral part of his work and 

his nature as a writer.  

This does not, of course, mean that he is not something other than a humorist as well. 

Kita has developed a wide and diverse fan base that includes children, white collar 

workers, the elderly, female college students and housewives,16 making him into 

                                                 
16 Okuno, p. 70. 
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something of a "new type of literary man."17 Though there have been exceptions such as 

Natsume Sōseki, the I-novel had been the mainstream of the Japanese literary 

establishment since early in the twentieth century, and in a sense writers who were very 

stoic on one hand but joking casual on the other were not allowed. Kita's somber and 

humorous literature both functioned together to begin breaking this barrier,18 and are 

therefore both important elements of his work. The focus of this study, however, is on his 

humorous work, and in particular, on his humorous essays. 

Mention of Kita's humor in scholarly studies outside Japan—when there is such 

mention—is usually limited to a description of The House of Nire as a "comic" novel (an 

assertion that itself is rather problematic given the strikingly somber tone of the latter 

third of the story), a side note regarding the success of Doctor Manbo at Sea, or a short 

line tacked on to the end of a biographical sketch, almost as an afterthought, indicating 

that Kita also writes humorous essays and short stories. It seems odd that over half of the 

fruits of a man's life's work should become nothing more than a footnote to his biography. 

What this all means is that the majority of the entire output of one of Japan's most 

prolific and successful postwar writers has been ignored in the work of scholars of 

modern Japanese literature. I should add here that the situation does not seem to be 

different in the work of scholars of modern Japanese literature in languages other than 

Japanese and English. I have found little in any language other than Japanese addressing 

the work of Kita Morio, whether "serious" or humorous. Even in Japan, where Kita's 

                                                 
17 Okuno, p. 70. 
18 Okuno, p. 71. 
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humorous work has not been completely ignored, the tendency is to focus almost 

exclusively on what is viewed as his "serious" work. 

One question that arises at this point is why the humorous work of Kita Morio has 

been ignored by scholars, when it is such a major part of his output. One reason could be 

that humorous literature is given relatively little attention in studies of the literature of 

any tradition. In general, to use an old line, humor is not taken seriously. In Japan, this 

view of humorous literature as being unworthy of serious study has been strengthened by 

the tendency to view only junbungaku19—"pure" or "serious" literature—as meaningful 

literature. For example, the Society for the Promotion of Japanese Literature separates its 

awards for new and upcoming writers into two prizes. The more prestigious of the two, 

the Akutagawa Prize, is for junbungaku, and the arguably less-prestigious, the Naoki 

Prize, is for taishūbungaku ("mass" or "popular" literature),20 in a sense formalizing the 

misconception that popular literature is not, and cannot be, serious as well.21 Matthew 

Strecher has suggested that the creation of the Naoki Prize at that point implies that "the 

members of the [literary establishment] felt comfortable permitting taishūbungaku a 

legitimate role in the world of literature."22 Even the Naoki Prize, however, has avoided 

humorists, though the highly successful Inoue Hisashi23 won the award in 1972.  

It should be pointed out here that the junbungaku/taishūbungaku counterposition does 

not necessarily correspond to the counterposition of serious (in the sense of non-

                                                 
19 純文学 
20 大衆文学 
21 Matthew Strecher, "Purely Mass or Massively Pure?" Monumenta Nipponica, Vol. 51, No. 3. (Autumn, 
1996), p. 371. 
22 Strecher, p. 371. 
23 井上ひさし (1934- ). Humorist and playwright. 
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humorous) and humorous. On the whole, modern taishūbungaku has been much more 

accepting of dark and somber tones than junbungaku has of an extensive use of humor, 

but humor is not exclusive to either one, nor is darkness, soberness, or earnest sincerity. 

Such frequently non-humorous literature as detective stories, horror, adventure tales, 

much historical fiction, science fiction and fantasy, and pornographic stories would in 

general be categorized as taishūbungaku. On the other hand, junbungaku is not 

necessarily void of humor. Kita's novel The House of Nire, for example, has an 

abundance of humor throughout the almost 1,000 pages of the original Japanese, but 

reading the novel in its entirety, it is difficult to justify calling it "comic." 

Accordingly, one is faced with the dilemma of selecting terminology to accurately 

differentiate between literature that has as its central object the inducement of the reader 

to a perception of humor and literature that does not. The word "serious" is problematic 

in that it can mean both something that is important, critical, or requiring a sincere and 

earnest approach, as well as something that is non-humorous. A story may address 

important issues and teach the reader an important lesson, but do so through humor. 

Calling such a story "non-serious" would be highly misleading. Even the rather clear-cut 

counterposition of humorous and non-humorous is insufficient. 

A variety of words have been used in Japanese to refer to humorous literature. The 

terms most commonly used in modern Japanese discussions of humor (warai,24 kokkei,25 

and yūmoa26) can be vague, but in general "refer to a text's humorous quality, and nothing 

                                                 
24 笑い 
25 滑稽 
26 ユーモア 
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more. They could be, and are, applied just as easily to a one-line joke as to a comic 

novel."27 Warai is the most general, and can refer to anything from a slight upturning of 

the corners of the mouth in a faint smile, to a belly laugh, to any type of speech or act 

intended to be funny. (An "o-warai geinin,"28 for example, is a "comic entertainer.") The 

more specific word kokkei has been in use since premodern times to refer to the 

comic/humorous, in both a positive and negative manner. The first character in the word 

means "smooth," and the second can refer to a container of sake. Accordingly, one 

meaning inherent in the word kokkei is that of speaking smoothly without a hitch, like 

sake pouring from the container,29 likely a reference to the oral comic tradition. 

The most recent of the three terms to be added to the vocabulary of humor in Japan is 

yūmoa, which is the Japanized pronunciation of the word "humor." Because of the 

specific nature of its introduction into Japanese, in current usage, the word yūmoa is 

essentially void of the variety of meanings of the English word, such as the reference to 

an individual's mood, or to elemental fluids of the body. However, there does seem to be 

somewhat of a discrepancy between the manner in which yūmoa is used in both everyday 

language and in humor studies in Japan, and some "authoritative" interpretations. In the 

Kōjien dictionary,30 for example, yūmoa is defined as "an elegant or refined share. A 

jest."31 (The word share32 is defined in the same source as "a witty expression spoken in 

                                                 
27 Cohn Joel, Studies in the Comic Spirit in Modern Japanese Fiction (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia 
Center, 1998), p. 15. 
28 お笑い芸人 
29 Shinmura Izuru, ed., Kōjien (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1983), p. 878. 
30 広辞苑. One of the two major full-length dictionaries of the Japanese language, the other being Daijirin 
(大辞林). 
31 上品な洒落. 諧謔. Shinmura, p. 2,438. 
32 洒落 
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jest or to amuse."33) While the concept of humor may have been so limited when first 

introduced to modern Japan, as it appears in current everyday speech, as well as in 

discussions of humor and comedy in contemporary Japan, it has been stripped of much of 

the requirement for elegance and refinement, and is used to refer generally to any 

expression or behavior that is intended to be perceived as funny.34 

With such in mind, I follow Marguerite Wells in using the words "humor" and 

"humorous" herein to refer to literature or performances, etc., that make a predominant 

use of "wit, sarcasm, nonsense, irony or anything else that is intended to be funny."35 

Unless otherwise indicated, I use "comedy" and "comic" in the same manner. When 

referring to types or specific works of literature, I use such expressions as "somber" or 

simply "non-humorous" for those that do not employ an extensive or highly noticeable 

use of humor, and that are not generally intended to be funny. The word "serious" in 

quotation marks points more to the general or common perception of a work as important, 

sincere, in earnest, or of value, and in particular, as being more so than humorous texts or 

other taishūbungaku. The meaning of the word "serious" (without quotation marks) in 

other cases should be clear from the context. 

 

                                                 
33 座興にいう気のきいた文句. Shinmura, p. 1,122. 
34 Jessica Milner Davis asserts that yūmoa is somewhat more specific than this, and refers to humor that 
evokes "gentle, kindly laughter." (Jessica M. Davis, "Introduction," Understanding Humor in Japan, Ed. 
Jessica M. Davis (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006), p. 8.) My observation of actual usage tends 
to contradict Davis' assertion. It may be possible, however, that the nuance of yūmoa is closer to Davis' 
view than the clearly more general term warai. 
35 Wells, p. 4. 
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Humor in Japan 

Joel Cohn has observed that "the elite culture has largely been hostile to comedy per 

se."36 "The power of the cult of seriousness is reflected not only in the lack of critical 

discussion of comedy," Cohn writes, "but in the tendency either to exclude comic works 

from that discussion or at best to relegate them to a distinctly secondary artistic status, 

frequently coupled with a tendency toward association with the lower social status."37 In 

particular, as Jessica Milner Davis has pointed out, a "low ranking of basic slapstick and 

knock-about comedy, disregarding 'fun for fun's sake,' has plagued the literary critical 

traditions of Japan, with much resultant misunderstanding of comic terminology and a 

devaluing of certain highly entertaining forms of comedy."38 

Outside Japan, one sometimes encounters the surprising perception that there is very 

little humor in Japanese literature (or in Japanese society in general).39 Few works of 

Japanese humor have even been translated into English, contributing to a sharply skewed 

perception among some foreign readers that all Japanese literature is gloomy and 

depressing, and that it ultimately ends with the suicide of the writer (or in the early 

twentieth century, in death from tuberculosis). The truth, however, is that Japan is the 

birthplace of a wealth of humorous literature, both ancient and modern, ranging from 

simple slapstick to sophisticated word play, and from the most obvious and accessible to 

the most dry and subtle. Humorist Ui Mushū has pointed out that "[p]eople often say 

                                                 
36 Cohn, p. 14. 
37 Cohn, p. 187. 
38 Davis, J. p. 8. 
39 It should be pointed out, however, that the increased availability of Japanese comedy on television and 
on the Internet in recent years seems to be rectifying, at least among younger generations, the 
misconception that there is little humor in Japanese society. 
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things like 'The Japanese have no humour' and 'Japanese politicians are humourless.' 

What is humour then? Is it the trick of making people laugh? If so we have it in full 

measure. From rakugo and manzai to funny programmes on radio and television, we have 

enough to use as horsefeed."40 Surveying the work of non-Japanese scholars of Japanese 

literature, however, it is hard to avoid the temptation to believe that, in general, they are 

not aware of this rich tradition. 

Cohn has written that "gratifying as it would be to be able to point to a 'distinctive' or 

even 'unique' 'spirit' of Japanese comedy, such an attempt would be as futile in Japan as it 

would be in any other society whose written history dates back over one thousand years 

and whose population is counted in tens of millions."41 There are many kinds of 

"Japanese humor," both ancient and modern, none of which is unique to Japan, and none 

of which is more "authentically Japanese" than the others. It may be true, however, that 

"certain [types of humor] tend to turn up more frequently than others in Japanese 

comedies, owing not so much to factors of 'national character' or any intrinsic 

predispositions on the part of Japanese writers as to certain conditions imposed from 

without by the pressures of language, culture, literary tradition, or society."42  

Newer approaches to the act of humor are no more nor less Japanese than those that 

were prevalent in the earliest stages of Japan's history. Despite the best attempts of many 

both inside and outside Japan to exoticize Japanese society and culture as something 

mystical, unknowable, or unique, reason compels us to accept the fact that if something is, 

                                                 
40 As cited in Marguerite Wells, Japanese Humour (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997), p. 147. 
41 Cohn, p. 186. 
42 Cohn, p. 186. 
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in reality, being practiced in Japan by individuals who could legitimately be considered to 

be Japanese, it is authentically Japanese. As with every other element of human society, 

the special association of a certain type of humor with Japanese society is not a matter of 

whether or not that type of humor exists there, but rather the degree to which it is 

emphasized, valued, or practiced. Just as the mechanism of humor is universal, every 

type of humor can be found to some degree in every society. With this as the case, it may 

be more accurate to speak of "humor in Japan" rather than "Japanese humor." 

 

In the Beginning, There Was Laughter 

A view that is even more extreme than the fallacy that there is a type of humor that 

exists only in Japan is the misconception that, for the most part, humor does not exist in 

Japan at all, that it is a recent development, or that it consists solely of some sort of 

physical abuse.43 The reality is that there is a significant body of humor in the Japanese 

literary tradition, beginning from the earliest works, including the Kojiki, Manyōshū, 

Taketori monogatari, Genji monogatari, etc.44 Aso Isoji interprets archeological findings 

as indicating that the ancient Japanese were in general of a jovial and optimistic nature.45 

Nakamura Akira also traces the genealogy of Japan's tradition of humor to those times, 

                                                 
43 This last view is one that seems to have been spawned by the numerous Japanese game or contest 
programs that have been broadcast on television outside Japan, many of which are rather physically 
punishing on the contestants, such as Ninja Warrior and MXC, as well as the Human Tetris and Silent 
Library videos that have been popular on the Internet video sites such as YouTube. 
44 Nakamura Akira, Warai no sensu (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2002), p. 29. 
45 Aso Isoji, Kokkei bungakuron (Tokyo: Tokyo Daigaku Shuppankai, 1954), p. 135. 
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suggesting that humor in Japanese literature "began with the history of Japanese 

literature."46  

In some cases, the comic mode actually preceded the development of what came to 

be known as Japan's representative non-humorous arts. One of the direct ancestors of the 

solemn and dignified Nō47 drama was sarugaku,48 which originated in sangaku49 

performances imported from China during the Nara Period (710-794). Sangaku included 

such things as comic imitations and improvised storytelling, and even juggling and 

acrobatics. These performances later transformed into skits that were focused on humor, 

an element that continued to dominate when comic sarugaku became the forerunners of 

comic kyōgen plays. 50 

On the other hand, a branch of sarugaku that utilized dance and song eventually 

developed into Nō.51 Nō was known at the time as "sarugaku no nō,52 an expression that 

Tyler translates as "sarugaku of the best sort,"53 a meaning that suggests that by that time 

the "serious" had already asserted a position above the comic. Part of this distinction may 

have come from the public's view of the individuals who played various roles in the 

performances. In the agricultural communities in which they were held, sarugaku 

performances were viewed as containing an element of magic, or some type of power that 

                                                 
46 Nakamura, p. 105. 
47 能 
48猿楽. Donald Keene, Seeds in the Heart (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1993), p. 1,003. 
49 散楽 
50 Noel Pinnington, "Invented Origins: Muromachi Interpretations of 'okina sarugaku,'" Bulletin of the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, Vol. 61, No. 3 (1998), p. 493. 
51 Hayashi Kazutoshi, Nō/kyōgen no seisei to tenkai ni kansuru kenkyū *Kyoto: Sekai Shisōsha, 2003), p. 
185. 
52 猿楽能. 
53 Royall Tyler, "General Introduction," Japanese Nō Dramas Ed. Royall Tyler (New York: Penguin Books, 
1992), p. 1. 
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was believed to be vital to the success of local crops.54 The performers themselves were 

the vehicle for working this magic. Eventually, some individuals became known for 

being effective and expert in this element of the performance, and others for being 

ineffective, the latter becoming the target of laughter. Kanai Kiyomitsu suggests that this 

led to a separation between Nō actors and kyōgen actors, with the former being deemed 

worthy (and capable) of taking the role of kami55 (a type of deity in Shinto and many 

Japanese folk religions) in the skits, and the latter being relegated to human roles. Plays 

that were focused on kami continued as Nō, and those in which humans were the key 

figures continued as kyōgen.56 

Kyōgen was not completely void of the supernatural, however. When the Seven 

Deities of Good Fortune57 became popular among the common people, Nō actors refused 

to play them because the Seven Deities were perceived as being focused on profit, and 

were therefore viewed as being vulgar. Kyōgen on the other hand embraced the Seven 

Deities, but such kyōgen maintains its nature as entertainment that is intended to amuse 

and make the audience laugh. The Deities of Good Fortune are deities, but are common 

folk deities, closer to humans than the lofty and mysterious deities played by Nō actors,58 

and are therefore not exempt from inclusion in lighter, even irreverent fare. Though 

kyōgen has subsequently been viewed at times as being the lesser of the two (if Nō is 

"sarugaku of the best sort," then kyōgen would be "sarugaku of the lesser sort," in a 

                                                 
54 Kanai Kiyomitsu, Nō to kyōgen (Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 1977), p. 10. 
55 神 
56 Kanai, p. 11. 
57 七福神 
58 Kanai, p. 12. 
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sense), it is clear that in this instance, the comic mode preceded the serious, and in fact 

made it possible for the serious mode to appear. 

Another example of the development of a non-humorous Japanese art from a 

humorous one is the case of haiku.59 Renga60 (linked verse) was "the most widely 

practiced literary genre in Japan throughout the medieval period."61 In renga, participants 

took turns adding stanzas to a poem, making a witty linguistic or topical connection to the 

preceding stanza, often with a twist that took the poem in a different direction. Two 

general types of renga eventually developed, "serious (ushin62) and non-serious 

(mushin63), the former trying to emulate the elegant style of waka64 and the latter 

persisting in witty composition."65 In the Edo Period (1603-1867), haikai no renga66 

("humorous" or "playful" renga) became enormously popular.67 Konishi has pointed out 

that even in its focus on wit and humor, haikai no renga required a combination of the 

elegant and the vulgar, and that it was specifically the contrast between the two that 

constituted the haikai essence.68 

                                                 
59 俳句 
60 連歌 
61 H. Mack Horton, "Renga Unbound: Performative Aspects of Japanese Linked Verse," Harvard Journal of 
Asiatic Studies, Vol. 53, No. 2 (Dec., 1993), p. 443. 
62 有心 
63 無心 
64 和歌. A prominent genre of classical Japanese verse. 
65 Yuasa Nobuyuki, "Introduction," Narrow Road to the Deep North (New York: Penguin Books, 1966), p. 
13. 
66 俳諧の連歌 
67 Yuasa, p. 14. 
68 Konishi Jinichi, Haiku no sekai (Tokyo: Kenkyūsha Shuppan, 1981), p. 5. 
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At the beginning of a renga cycle, a starting piece called the hokku69 was presented, 

and the first participant added his stanza to it. In some cases, poetry masters compiled 

numerous hokku to use both in teaching the art and for use in renga events. Eventually, 

the hokku began to stand as independent works of art. Some of these lost the comic aspect 

of haikai and placed their focus rather on elegance, becoming what is now known as 

haiku. Others became senryū, which utilize the same form as haiku, but which maintain 

the humor and playfulness, as well as the less elegant topics, of the earlier haikai.70 In 

this manner, it can be seen that both Nō and haiku owe their birth to comic forms, a 

pattern that can be found in other "serious" Japanese art forms as well. 

 

A Brief Overview of the History of Humorous Literature in Japan 

The Kojiki,71 completed in 712 AD and considered to be the oldest surviving Japanese 

"book," contains what can be viewed as some of the first instances of humor (whether 

intentional or not) in Japanese literature, including the lewd dance that Ama-no-Uzume 

performs in an attempt to entice the Sun Goddess Amaterasu from the cave in which she 

had been hiding. With the popularization of Buddhism that had been formally introduced 

to Japan in the sixth century, however, there seems to have been a shift from the 

straightforward, sensual humor found in the Kojiki and other early literature to something 

                                                 
69 発句 
70 Konishi Jinichi begins his study of haiku by stating his intention to declare that Matsu Bashō's famous 
"Furuike ya  kawazu tobikomu  mizu no oto" (古池や 蛙飛び込む水の音; An old pond, a frog jumps in, 
the sound of water), likely the most well-known haiku in Japan, is not a haiku at all, but is actually a hokku. 
(Konishi, p. 1.) 
71 古事記 
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that was both more complex and more melancholy.72 Blyth pointed out the contrast with 

earlier literature, observing the "impression of the lightness of the early Japanese 

character which seems almost to justify the charge often made that the Buddhism which 

entered Japan in the sixth century brought about a permanent change in the Japanese, 

rendering them melancholy, introspective, and prone to suicide."73 Though it can be 

argued that Blyth's generalization may be a bit exaggerated, and that it should be limited 

in any case to the aristocracy who were the writers and consumers of the literature he 

uses as his sources, the change in both the content and tone of literature under Buddhist 

influence seems clear. 

The Heian Period (794-1185) saw the development of a more intellectual type of 

humor74 that combined subtlety and complexity,75 as can be seen sprinkled throughout 

works such as Genji monogatari76 (early 11th century) and Makura no sōshi77 (c. 1002). 

The most significant development in humorous literature during the subsequent 

Kamakura Period (1185-1333) was the increase of a less subtle, more malicious brand of 

humor, much of it focused on revealing the secrets of the upper classes.78 This sharper, 

more pointed humor continued to develop well into the Edo Period (1603-1867). 

                                                 
72 Aso, 1954, pp. 136-137. 
73 R.H Blyth, Japanese Humour (Tokyo: Japan Travel Bureau, 1957), p. 24. 
74 Aso, 1954, p. 137. 
75 Aso, 1954, p. 139. 
76 源氏物語. For example, the "Safflower" chapter of The Tale of Genji in which Genji paints his nose red, 
combining a sense of sympathy for and mockery of a red-nosed princess. 
77 枕草子 
78 Aso, 1954, p. 141. 
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One important medieval development in the history of humor in Japan is kyōgen,79 

which can be generally defined as comic plays. The themes of kyōgen plays are varied, as 

is the subtlety of the humor, but one generalization that would be safe to make is that the 

humor of kyōgen is intended to make the audience feel that there is "only a hair's breadth 

of distance between madness and sanity, tragedy and comedy, meaningless and 

meaningful life."80 In a sense, then, it can be taken as an early example of the blurring of 

the line between the so-called serious and the non-serious, and as has been discussed, 

claims a common precursor with Nō in sarugaku entertainment. Even now, kyōgen 

maintains a close relationship with Nō by being paired frequently with the more somber 

plays. 

Most importantly for this study, the essay, broadly defined, was also a prominent part 

of medieval Japanese humor. One well-known collection is Sei Shōnagon's81 Makura no 

sōshi (Pillow Book, c. 1002). The Pillow Book is a collection of the daily musings of a 

member of the imperial court, presented from a first-person perspective. It is of course 

unclear how much of the book is an honest account of thoughts, feelings, and events, and 

if the authorial "I" is truly representative of Sei Shōnagon herself, but as Blyth points out, 

at least the character of Sei Shōnagon that is presented through the writing "has all the 

contradictions that we find in many of the great humorists, piety and irreligiousness, 

warm- and cold-heartedness, irritability and philosophicality, self-criticism and self-

complacency, together with that detachment which is essential to the artist that a humorist 

                                                 
79 狂言 
80 Blyth, p. 44. 
81 清少納言 (966?-1025?) 
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must always be."82 One example of her comic style is her observation that a monk who 

reads sutras for people should be handsome, because if he is ugly, the women will not 

listen to the sutra, making the monk's ugliness the cause of sin. This type of humor is 

typical of Kita Morio's subtly exaggerated assertions and strained logic (discussed in a 

subsequent chapter). 

Another prominent essayist of the medieval period is Yoshida Kenkō,83 whose 

"miscellaneous jottings" in Tsurezuregusa84 (Essays in Idleness, c. 1330) were the source 

of "much of [the] spirit and some of [the] subjects" of later comic literature.85 To the type 

of subtle exaggeration that can be found in Sei Shōnagon's work, Yoshida adds 

observations of individuals in unfortunate situations, such as a man who gets a three-

legged pot stuck on his head (Tsurezuregusa Episode 53). This is also reminiscent of 

Kita's much-put-upon "Little Man" (also discussed in a subsequent chapter), who seems 

to be a magnet for ill fortune. 

The Edo Period saw important developments in print technology, as well as more 

mobility of the Japanese people, resulting in both greater accessibility and significantly 

increased circulation of printed texts. Among the literary genres to benefit most from an 

expanded target market was humor, including the playful, jocular gesaku.86 Gesaku 

"possessed attributes of both high and low culture without belonging to either."87 

Educated low-ranking samurai often took part in both its creation and consumption, 

                                                 
82 Blyth, p. 31. 
83 吉田兼好 (1283?-1350?) 
84 徒然草 
85 Blyth, p. 39. 
86 戯作 
87 Cohn, p. 18. 
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though governmental restrictions and discouragement of participation by the elite classes 

eventually relegated it, at least to a certain degree, to something exclusive to the 

commoners. As Joel Cohn has pointed out, "[h]istorically, Japanese comic genres have 

tended to originate with classes excluded from positions of political, social, and cultural 

authority, or from members of the dominant class at the point when its power begins to 

wane."88 The Edo Period provided a context that combined a rigid social structure and a 

warrior class that, due to the relative peace that prevailed for much of the period, saw 

both its usefulness and its war income drop steadily. In such a context, the comic writers 

of the late Edo period created "an outburst of boldly free-wheeling parody, extravagant 

wordplay, and incisive satire that has had few if any equals in Japanese culture before or 

since."89 Whether it was the lower classes poking fun at the aristocracy, or the 

increasingly useless samurai laughing cynically at their own predicaments, the 

"observation of human foibles is paramount" for Edo gesaku writers, and "the very locus 

of their amorphous 'attitude toward life' or 'philosophy.'"90  

Waraibanashi91 (humorous stories) had gained prominence among the samurai in the 

late medieval period, then spread to the common people in the seventeenth century, aided 

in this case as well by the advance of print technology.92 As Shirane has observed, 

"[s]ince the storytellers did not consider their stories to be literature, they were not bound 

by the conventions or language of the classical genres and so presented these stories in a 

                                                 
88 Cohn, p. 201. 
89 Cohn, p. 18. 
90 Cohn, p. 92. 
91 笑い話 
92 Haruo Shirane, ed., Early Modern Japanese Literature (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), p. 
26. 
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style that closely reflected colloquial Japanese as well as contemporary, commoner 

interests."93 In conjunction with this change, kana-zōshi,94 books written in the vernacular 

using kana script, rose to popularity in the first century of the Edo Period. The earliest 

kana-zoshi included many parodies that "transformed texts of Heian or medieval court 

culture into humorous comic versions of contemporary popular culture.95 Parodies had 

appeared at times in the early sixteenth century, but benefited from the advancement of 

print technology in the seventeenth century to gain widespread popularity.96 Inu makura97 

(The Dog Pillow Book, c. 1607), written by an unknown author, is a parody of Sei 

Shōnagon's Makura no sōshi (Pillow Book), in particular mimicking the Pillow Book's 

section of lists. Another prominent parody of the period was Nise monogatari98 (Fake 

Tales, 1640), a parody of Ise monogatari99 (Tales of Ise, c. 980), with the play of words 

on Ise (the name of a location) and nise (fake), including parodies of the poems included 

in the earlier work. A third prominent parody work of the early Edo Period was Kinō wa 

kyō no monogatari100 (Today's Tales of Yesterday, 1615). The stories in this collection 

were similar to earlier setsuwa101 (folk narratives, often with a moral or a religious 

                                                 
93 Shirane, p. 26. 
94 仮名草子 
95 Shirane, p. 22. 
96 Shirane, p. 22. 
97 犬枕 
98 仁勢物. The title could also be translated as "Tales of Nise," but "Nise" (仁勢) is a homonym for a word 
that means "fake" (偽). 
99 伊勢物語 
100 昨日は今日の物語 
101 説話 
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message), but were characterized by their specific focus on humor.102 One example is 

"Dangerous Things in the World" (episode 20): 

There are many dangerous things in the world: A crippled pottery seller. A 
heavily laden packhorse making its way down a narrow path on a riverbank. A 
blind man walking downhill. A young mother-in-law who gets along too well 
with her son-in-law. A widower on close terms with his daughter-in-law. A young 
widow who worships frequently at a temple. That's about it. 

A monk heard this and carelessly said, "Yes, each of those things you 
mentioned is certainly dangerous. Why, there is a young widow who worships at 
our temples, and she is definitely dangerous." He covered his mouth as soon as he 
had spoken.103 

 
This passage begins with a somber tone. The images of a crippled pottery seller 

struggling to move about as he sells his wares, a packhorse cautiously taking each step, 

and a blind man feeling his way along a path may even evoke sympathy. This somber 

tone is overturned, however, in the second set of three "dangerous things." The image of 

virtue (struggling to overcome burdens) is suddenly replaced by an image of sexual 

temptation. In the second paragraph, a monk (an individual expected to be an example of 

virtue) inadvertently reveals that, at the very least, he is subject to sexual temptation 

himself, and may have even succumbed to it. The entire passage serves to burst the image 

of priestly piety that is found in many of the setsuwa tales. 

Another type of comic literature that saw important development during the Edo 

Period was comic poetry, in particular senryū104 and kyōka.105 Senryū can be described as 

comic haiku, and as has been discussed, developed from a common ancestor, but 

"[u]nlike haiku, which stresses overtones and tries to create a subtle, elegant mood, 

                                                 
102 Shirane, p. 26. 
103 Shirane, p. 27. Translation by Paul Schalow. 
104 川柳 
105 狂歌 
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senryū focuses on popular and lowbrow subjects and is intended to surprise and amuse 

the reader."106 Senryū carried on the tradition of playfulness that had been established in 

earlier genres such as haikai no renga. 

Because senryū is free from the thematic restrictions of haiku, it is able to address a 

wide range of topics, including mundane life and the foibles of human nature. The 

following is an example. 

His wife away from home 
he spends the entire day 
looking for things.107 
 

Here the humor is created chiefly by highlighting the predicament of a husband who fails 

at a simple task such as finding everyday objects. On one hand, the reader laughs at the 

ineptitude and dependence of the husband, but on the other, a male reader may recall his 

own experiences looking for things that his wife ordinarily managed, or a female reader 

may see her husband in the unfortunate searcher, creating a situation of empathic humor 

in which reader and object of humor laugh together. Senryū has maintained popularity 

since it became highly developed in the mid-18th century.108 Senryū contests are held 

frequently, and many newspapers in Japan publish senryū submitted by readers, on 

contemporary themes such as society and politics.  

Another form of comic poetry that saw popularity is kyōka. Kyōka also parodies an 

earlier form of poetry, that of waka109 (thirty-one-syllable poems). Somewhat similar to 

the method used in senryū, "[t]he humor of kyōka essentially derives from placing 

                                                 
106 Shirane, p. 520. 
107 Shirane, p. 524. Translation by Ueda Makoto. 
108 Shirane, p. 520. 
109 和歌 
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something vulgar, low, or mundane in an elegant Japanese form or context. Typically, a 

kyōka poet treated a classical topic using popular language and attitudes or, conversely, 

approached a popular, mundane topic (such as theater, licensed quarters, or farting) using 

classical diction or a classical perspective."110 As with earlier non-humorous poems, 

impermanence is a common theme of kyōka. The following poem by an unknown author 

plays with that topic. 

Though this body, I know, 
is a thing of no substance, 
must it fade, alas, 
so swiftly, 
like a soundless fart?111 
 

Unlike senryū, however, kyōka did not survive as a major genre into the modern 

period. "Although in the late eighteenth century it eventually spread beyond the sphere of 

educated samurai and aristocrats to the commoners," Shirane explains, "it still required a 

knowledge of the classical poetic tradition, which made it difficult for the commoner 

audiences to appreciate."112 The political upheaval and social reorganization of the Meiji 

Restoration completed the death of the samurai class, and in a sense, with it died much of 

the audience that was equipped with the tools for creating and appreciating kyōka. 

The kokkeibon113 (humor book) emerged as a new type of comic fiction in Edo near 

the middle of the Edo Period.114 Comic fiction had of course existed for many centuries 

in Japan, but the "kokkeibon as a distinct genre...arose in the mid-eighteenth century and 

                                                 
110 Shirane, p. 528. 
111 Shirane, p. 532. Translation by Burton Watson. 
112 Shirane, p. 528. 
113 滑稽本 
114 Shirane, p. 730. 
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continued into the Meiji period."115 The focus of the kokkeibon gradually shifted from 

having "a didactic purpose in which humor served the higher ends of social, religious, or 

political critique" to later kokkeibon which "had no overt moralistic or didactic motives 

and were fundamentally sympathetic to rather than critical of the object of laughter."116 

Much of Edo Period literature lacks what is found in the work of modern humorists, an 

acknowledgement of the meaning and purpose of life while at the same time casting a 

view on the contradictions of life.117 The later kokkeibon did, however, "poke fun at 

everyday life in a fashion that almost all readers could share in."118 This shift to more 

mundane themes was critical to the widespread popularization of the kokkeibon among 

the common people.  

The most well-known of the kokkeibon is the highly successful Tōkaidōchū 

hizakurige119 (Shanks Mare, or sometimes Travels on the Eastern Seaboard, 1802-1809), 

serialized by Jippensha Ikku120 beginning in 1802. It has been called the "funniest book in 

the Japanese language," and has been compared by some to Charles Dickens' The 

Pickwick Papers,121 though an important difference is that, unlike Tōkaidōchū hizakurige, 

Dickens' work does not rely on coarse or sexual humor. The story follows two ne'er-do-

wells, Kitahachi and Yajirōbei (more commonly known as Kita and Yaji), as they travel 

from Edo to Ise, Kyoto, and Osaka. It was inspired by earlier comic tales of travel as well 

                                                 
115 Shirane, p. 730. 
116 Shirane, p. 731. 
117 Isoji Aso, Warai no kenkyū (Tokyo: Tokyodo, 1947), p. 105. 
118 Shirane, p. 731. 
119 東海道中膝栗毛 
120 十返舎一九 (1765-1831). 
121 Blyth, p. 97. 
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as comic kyōgen plays,122 and utilizes an abundance of punning and other word play, as 

well as sarcasm and incongruity of thought.123 Typical of the kokkeibon, "the audience for 

Travels was not the kind of refined urban readers who would appreciate the sharp social 

critique of earlier sharebon.124 Instead, it aimed at a broad range of readers (though for 

the most part limited to those living in and around Edo). Its protagonists, Kita and Yaji, 

have no particular social status; instead, they are characters with whom readers of all 

classes could identify. Travels also had an easy-to-read style."125 

To a significant degree, Shikitei Sanba's126 Ukiyoburo127 (Floating-World Bathhouse, 

1809) and Ukiyodoko128 (Floating-World Barbershop, 1813) were inspired by Shank's 

Mare,129 but were set in a bathhouse and a barbershop respectively, places "where people 

commonly gathered."130 Whereas Shank's Mare followed its protagonists as they traveled 

from place to place, the two Floating-World works were more like a stationary camera 

set up at a certain location, taking in whatever characters and events passed in front of its 

lens. There is no perceivable narrative or plot, and the humor is derived "primarily from 

small incidents and the characters' actions."131 A distinctive feature of the works is that 

                                                 
122 Shirane, pp. 732-733. 
123 Aso, 1954, pp. 93-126. 
124 洒落本. A sub-genre of gesaku. 
125 Shirane, p. 732. 
126 式亭三馬. (1776-1822). 
127 浮世風呂 
128 浮世床 
129 Shirane, p. 748. 
130 Shirane, p. 749. 
131 Shirane, p. 749. 
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their dialogue "creates a sense of intimacy, as if the reader were overhearing a 

conversation,"132 just as if he or she were sitting in a bathhouse or barbershop. 

The Meiji and Taishō periods as well saw experimentation and new developments in 

the use of humor in literature in Japan. To a certain degree this was motivated by the idea 

that great literature contained comic elements, as in American and European literature, 

but there were also elements of Edo fiction and rakugo133 comic storytelling that 

continued to be used,134 creating an early melding of Japanese and Western styles. 

Among the best and most famous humorous works of the early twentieth century were 

Natsume Sōseki's Wagahai wa neko de aru135 (I Am a Cat, 1905-1906) and Botchan136 

(1906). Botchan in particular used a rather personal, almost intimate style that made it 

seem as if the narrator were speaking to the reader, even incorporating slang that had 

been popular at the end of the Edo period.137 This period was a time of transition from the 

Edo Period's "okashi no warai"138 (humorous laughter) to "aware no warai"139 (pitiful 

laughter), in an attempt to legitimize humor with a certain sense of seriousness, but 

Sōseki deftly combined the two in Botchan,140 establishing the novel as a type of bridge 

between premodern and modern humor literature. Though Sōseki rarely returned to a 

heavy use of humor in his later work, these two early humorous works have continued as 

                                                 
132 Shirane, p. 748. 
133 落語 
134 Cohn, p. 22. 
135 吾輩は猫である 
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influential classics, and were the only two of Sōseki's novels that Kita Morio read as a 

student. 

The modanizumu141 (Modernism), shinkō geijutsu ha142 (New Aesthetic School), and 

ero-guro-nansensu143 (erotic-grotesque-nonsense) movements that grew out of this period 

are collectively "notable in the annals of modern Japanese literary history as the first 

movement whose works of fiction boasted a strong comic element."144 Until that time, the 

reigning view among the literati was that a somber tone was required for a work of 

literature to be taken seriously as an artistic achievement worthy of consideration by the 

literary establishment. With the rise of these movements, however,  

for the first time in modern Japanese fiction, there was a sustained effort to turn 
away from the predominant notion that an explicitly serious stance was essential 
to maintain an elevated status for writers and writing…[T]he Modernists self-
consciously rejected the idea that only an overt display of serious purpose 
legitimized artistic expression.145  
 

Though not completely successful at "legitimizing" humor literature as serious art, this 

change did at least succeed at inserting a wedge that eventually made a place for renewed 

interest in humor after World War Two,146 opening the way for the arrival of postwar 

humorists, including Kita Morio. 
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Theories of Humor in Japan 

Most Japanese humor theorists in modern times have been influenced by and follow 

Western humor theory, but this is not to say that there were no theories of humor in Japan 

in premodern times. Though no extensive writings on humor have survived from ancient 

times, some early writers attempted to explain humor by describing it as a reaction to the 

ugly and deformed, in a manner similar to Aristotle's analysis.147 Later, in what seems to 

have been the first extensive theoretical writing on humor in Japan, Zeami Motokiyo148 

promoted the idea of humor that gave fun and amusement, but frowned on boisterous 

laughter. According to Zeami, humor that made the audience smile was good. Acting that 

made the audience laugh out loud, on the other hand, was bad.149 This focus on quiet, 

subtle humor that evokes a smile, or at most a chuckle, rather than a belly laugh, is a 

distinct characteristic of Kita Morio's work as well. Ōkura Toraaki150 was a bit more 

lenient when it came to humor that prompted the audience to laugh out loud, but he still 

required a certain sense of decorum, and wrote negatively regarding actors in comic plays 

who amused the crowds by making faces, contorting their bodies, and otherwise 

clowning.151 

Humor became a widespread topic of debate in the literary community in the 

1890s.152 A pattern was also set in which writers set out "to defend the fair name of 

Japanese humour," often in response to the assertion that Japanese humor was inferior to 
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European humor.153 One prominent theorist of the Meiji Period was Tsubouchi Shōyō,154 

who, possibly influenced by foreign humor theory, gave a "description of incongruity as 

the basis of the ludicrous."155 Natsume Sōseki, who studied humor more deeply than 

Tsubouchi and others, also accepted a general incongruity theory.156  

Ethnologist Yanagita Kunio157 defined humor very broadly, viewing comic texts 

merely as "those containing passages that inspire laughter."158 Though Yanagita did not 

offer a theory as to the elements required to evoke such laughter, he did make an 

important observation that there is "a tendency for humor in Japan to be concentrated in 

performance-based elements (the voices and gestures of performers) rather than texts."159 

This, in turn, may have given Japanese comic texts a performance-like element, including 

the use of onomatopoeia rather than mere descriptions of sounds.160 

In the twentieth century there was a "strong tendency for Japanese writers 

deliberately to discount humour when it is separated from the serious and fail to notice it 

when they are intertwined."161 There was also a tendency to deny the existence of modern 

humor. Critics such as Asō Isoji and Iizawa Tadasu have pointed out the abundance of 

comedy in pre-modern Japanese literature, but have contrasted it with a supposed lack of 

humor in modern literature.162 This "lack" may be true in the case of so-called "pure 
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literature," but the view that modern Japanese literature has a lack of humor is severely 

undermined by the immense popularity of best-selling and long-selling humor writers 

such as Kita Morio, Endō Shūsaku, Inoue Hisashi, Hoshi Shinichi, Shimizu Yoshinori, 

Ogino Anna, and Harada Munenori, to name only a few. It is possible that this perception 

on the part of the literary establishment of a lack of humor in Japanese literature is the 

result, at least indirectly, of the rejection of humorous literature by that same literary 

establishment, effectively removing humor from their field of examination. 

 

Types of Humor Prevalent in Modern Japan 

Even assuming that the mechanics of humor are universal, each society has its own 

rules about the use of humor, just as it has rules about every other type of social 

interaction. Accordingly, "[d]ifferent sets of rules will result in different types of humour 

being more developed in one society than in another."163 Every type of humor found in 

the United States, for example, can be found today in Japan (and vice versa), but certain 

types of humor are found more frequently than others in Japan, thus the perception that 

there is such a thing as "Japanese humor." In short, there are certain types of humor and 

comic styles that are characteristic of the type of humor popular in modern Japan. 

Building on such things as the kyōgen tradition, performance comedy has flourished 

in Japan since the end of the 19th century.164 There has been a strong tendency toward 

slapstick and other types of so-called "low humor" in the Japanese theatrical tradition 

(though kyōgen itself may be an exception), something which may "partly be explained 
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by the emphasis in the traditional genres of theatre as spectacle and therefore on humour 

as visual."165 Though it can certainly be argued that performance comedy itself is not 

literary humor, its popularity and prevalence have clearly influenced many Japanese 

humorists, some of whom, such as Inoue Hisashi and Harada Munenori, count "comic 

playwright" among their varied titles. Thus, we find a visual quality in much of the work 

of Japanese humorists,166 as well as a kinship with the popular styles of performance 

comedy. 

Even with the prevalence of visual comedy, the emphasis on word play that began in 

ancient Japan has not abated. Nagashima Heiyō has observed that "[t]he most frequently 

used technique to provoke laughter in Japan is called sha-re,"167 a form which has been 

defined by linguist Nakamura Akira as "a rhetorical manipulation of a language that 

makes the indicative function of utterance complicated, introducing words whose 

pronunciations are homonyms, or very similar, but whose meanings differ."168 In other 

words, a pun. Japanese literature in general is full of puns, and humorous literature puts 

such word play to even greater use. 

The puns are frequently couched in a narrative. For the most part, "Japanese jokes are 

told in story form, recounting a personal experience, preferably one that can be 

                                                 
165 Wells, p. 63. 
166 Of course, another factor in the visual nature of Japanese literary humor is the nature of the written 
Japanese language itself. Many of the kanji characters borrowed from Chinese and applied to the Japanese 
language are pictographic in origin. In addition, because each character has a meaning, many readers of 
Japanese come across characters that they understand, but do not know how to pronounce. Further, there 
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exaggerated. The personal experience story "has been popular with contemporary 

audiences as a device to connect the joke-teller and the audience."169 The story certainly 

does not have to be true, or actually based on one's own experience."170 However, it will 

be found much more humorous if it is perceived as having actually happened to the 

person telling it. As is the case with the I-novel, to be discussed in a later chapter, the 

perception, rather than the actual existence, of sincerity is the key. 

Beginning in late pre-modern times, popular comic literature in Japan "tended to take 

as its subject matter scenes of a common, everyday nature."171 Japanese humor in general 

has tended to favor stereotypes based on an exaggerated character.172 Such characters are 

exaggerations of ordinary people, not individuals who are inherently unique or odd. 

Nakamura Akira describes "Japanese-style" laughter as being characterized by a smile or 

by chuckling,173 rather than by loud guffaws or belly laughs,174 though there are certainly 

ample cases of the latter. With its focus on the mundane, humor in modern Japanese is 

often very subdued. This is not to say that there are not many cases of humor that result 

in hearty laughter. In general, however, the type of humor that is common to both 

performance comedy and literary humor in post-WWII Japan is of a relatively subtle, 

low-key nature. 

Another characteristic of humor prevalent in Japan is a gentle sense of loss that is 

often found as an undercurrent of the humor, whether it is the loss of a person, a pet, or 
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the past. This results in a strange sense of nostalgia and sadness in what are otherwise 

humorous works and performances.175 Honda Kenshō and other Japanese critics have 

written that true humor is "born of a warm heart."176 Whether one accepts this definition 

of "true humor" or not, it seems to be true that in Japan humor is considered to be 

compatible with the softer emotions, and with a sense of unity between the 

performer/writer and the audience/reader. 

The three most popular types of performance comedy currently found in Japan are 

rakugo, manzai, and konto. Each has played a part in either the history of, or the 

development of contemporary trends in, literary humor in Japan. The type of performance 

comedy with the closest natural tie to the literary humor of Japan is rakugo, which has 

been described as "Japanese 'sit-down' comedy or comic storytelling."177 Though the term 

"rakugo" was first used in the late nineteenth century, the form's origins can be traced to 

the late medieval period.178 In a typical rakugo performance, the storyteller wears 

traditional Japanese attire and is usually equipped with a folding fan, and sometimes a 

hand towel or handkerchief. These are used as props as he acts out parts of the story, 

though he remains seated, and the performance focuses on his words more than his 

gestures and other movements. 

The performance has a typical set structure. The storyteller begins with the makura,179 

which is "the preparatory stage for entering into the moral or lesson of the rakugo 
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story."180 Often it consists of comments regarding contemporary issues or events, or 

something the storyteller claims to have done that day. At a certain point, this transitions 

into the hanashi,181 the story itself. Though rakugo performers continue to create new 

hanashi, most of their repertoire consists of stories that have been handed down through 

many generations, even back to the humorous stories of Kyoto's aristocratic storytellers 

that were eventually collected in Today's Tales of Yesterday in the seventeenth century.182 

Little jabs of laughter called kusuguri183 (literally "tickles") are interspersed throughout 

the story, with the final full laughter coming with the ochi,184 or punch line, at the end of 

the story. 

Considering the long history of rakugo, it is not surprising that it embraces "the full 

range of Japanese humor: character stereotypes, humorous conversational devices, and 

the personal storytelling style."185 Most importantly in relation to a study of the humorous 

essays of Kita Morio is the use of a first-person style that is employed in the presentation 

of many of the rakugo stories. It is clear that the storyteller did not actually experience 

much of what he claims, in his storytelling persona, to have experienced. As mentioned, 

much of the modern rakugo performer's repertoire consists of stories that were originally 

created many centuries ago. The age of the performer alone should be enough to prove 

that the story is fiction. The story, however, is presented as if it were a true account of 

personal experience, or, in some cases, of the experience of a friend or acquaintance. As 
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will be seen in a subsequent chapter, this is a key characteristic of the humorous essays of 

Kita Morio. 

Some scholars have traced the origins of Manzai to Middle Age rites "performed at 

New Year's by pairs of traveling entertainers who combined auspicious rituals with 

laughable acts."186 In many ways very different from such ancient forms, modern manzai 

refers to the performance of a comedy duo composed of a tsukkomi187 (a straight man; 

literally, "plunging into or injecting something") and a boke188 (a comic foil; from the 

verb bokeru189 which means "to be mentally weak or dim").190 At its most fundamental 

level, the role of the boke is to "make stupid or out-of-context statements and to engage in 

cognitive misunderstandings," and the tsukkomi's role "involves making statements to 

correct or to put down the boke."191 The act usually begins with what seems to be 

ordinary conversation about a personal experience or recent event in the news, and the 

"routine will consist of a conversational theme or a series of unrelated or tangentially 

related anecdotes, broadly held together by being portrayed as 'real' personal experiences, 

by manzai performers who are basically performing 'themselves,' with their distinct 

team's stage personalities changing little from one routine to another or from show to 
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show."192 This performance of what actually consists of a manufactured persona is 

essentially what the reader finds in Kita's work in the Manbō persona, as will be 

discussed in a subsequent chapter. 

Konto193 is, for the most part, a modern development in comedy in Japan, and could 

be considered the least "traditional" of the popular performance comedy. Konto are, 

simply put, comic skits. Though a connection can be made in some cases to the comic 

styles employed in kyōgen, no collection of "traditional" konto narratives exists, and the 

overall feel is closer to that of American or British stage comedy than to premodern 

Japanese theater. The word konto itself is of foreign origin, being a Japanese 

pronunciation of the French word conte, which means "story" or "tale." Konto is 

sometimes considered to be a subset of manzai, and the performances of some comedians 

consist of both the typical manzai dialogue as well as konto skits which they act out. 

The final popular medium for the presentation of humor in Japan is print comics, or 

manga.194 As with other forms of the presentation of humor, print comics have a long 

history in Japan, and can be traced back at least as far as the Chōjūgiga195 ("Animal 

Scrolls"), a twelfth-century satire of the Buddhist clergy and the aristocracy which has 

been attributed to the Buddhist monk Toba.196 Manga has played a significant role in 

postwar Japan. As Susan Napier has written, "[a]lthough actual readership figures are 

hard to establish, due to the fact that many copies are passed around from reader to reader, 
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it seems clear that virtually everybody in Japan has had some exposure to manga, not 

only in childhood, but in many stages of their adolescent and adult life."197 The range of 

comic style is extensive in manga, from the homey, relaxed, and nostalgic comedy of 

Hasegawa Machiko's Sazae-san to the slapstick bad-boy action of Nishimori Hiroyuki's 

Kyō kara ore wa! to the "comics of the absurd" perfected by Yoshida Sensha 

(Utsurundesu, Naguru zo, etc.). 

 

Osaka Humor vs Tokyo Humor 

A short word on the differences in humor between regions of Japan is necessary for 

an accurate view of humor in Japan. Japan does not have a single, homogeneous culture, 

but has comprised a variety of highly diverse cultures since ancient times. Accordingly, 

different humor cultures have developed in the various regions of Japan. The two most 

prominent centers of culture are, not surprisingly, the Osaka and Tokyo areas. While 

Osaka is generally recognized as Japan's humor capital (a fact sometimes grudgingly 

acknowledged by Tokyoites), each area has a distinct and highly developed comic style. 

Japan Society for Laughter and Humor Studies chairman Inoue Hiroshi has expressed it 

thus: "When we think about Japanese laughter, it seems evident that there are two 

different cultures of laughter in Japan. One is the culture of laughter accepted by the 

samurai (warrior) folk of Tokyo, and the other is the daily culture of laughter cultivated 

by the merchants of Osaka."198 
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One source of the difference is the social geography of each region. In general, Tokyo 

tends to maintain the "strict hierarchical structure characteristic of samurai culture, but 

Osaka has always had a more horizontal social structure" in which "harmonious laughter 

develops easily, since people do not care as much about differences in status." The 

merchant mindset prevails, "and merchant culture views laughter as something that 

harmonizes human relations and makes people feel closer to each other."199 The broad 

development of a comic touch in communication has spread outside the ranks of the 

merchants into the general public. The Osaka dialect itself has been said to "contain 

laughter,"200 and visitors to the Kansai region of which Osaka is the center are often 

struck by the sense of comic rhythm and timing that seems to be such a natural part of the 

conversations of people both young and old. Joel Stocker's observation that "the urban 

commoners of Osaka…'sound like manzai comedians'"201 is not a new revelation to 

anyone who has spent much time there. 

Another element in the difference is the relationship between honne202 and tatemae.203 

In general, honne refers to the true thoughts and feelings of an individual or group, and 

tatemae is the façade or public stance, which may or may not coincide with the honne. 

Inoue has observed that the people of Osaka prefer to speak in honne while the people of 

Tokyo prefer to utilize tatemae.204 The prevalent use of humor in daily interaction in 

Osaka may have developed as a way to "smooth over any discord that might arise from 
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using honne."205 Further, in the so-called "samurai culture" of Tokyo, it is still common 

to view silence and being of few words as a virtue, while Osaka continues to be a 

talkative place. While quiet people may be viewed as reliable or trustworthy in Tokyo, in 

Osaka people are more likely to be suspicious and wonder what the quiet person is 

thinking (or hiding).206 

In general, these differences are evident in the styles of comedy prevalent in each 

region. Osaka humor tends to be boisterous, with a significant emphasis on slapstick 

comedy. Tokyo humor, on the other hand, tends to be more subtle, and, some would say, 

less crude. While purveyors of Osaka humor will often direct harsh verbal and physical 

abuse toward others, knowing that their targets and observers will recognize that it's all in 

good fun, and will return in kind, Tokyo comics are more likely to make a conscious 

effort to avoid offending, at least directly. While the underlying meaning may be as 

pointed as that found in Osaka humor, it is frequently softened by a gentle manner and a 

quiet voice. This subtle, gentle nature of Tokyo humor is typical of the humor of Kita 

Morio, himself a Tokyoite. 

Kita's Tokyo-style humor can be contrasted with the humor of Endō Shūsaku, who 

was raised in the Kansai region. Endō's authorial persona performs in a loud, over-the-top 

fashion; he needs an audience,207 and he becomes the clear center of attention. Kita’s 

humor, on the other hand, has a type of naturalness that is a contrast to Endō’s 

intentionality.208 Rather than performing for a large audience, Kita's narrator seems to be 
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softly addressing a single reader. Whereas Kita’s humor is static and passive, like a quiet 

murmur, Endō's is dynamic and active, as if he were talking away in a loud voice.209 One 

example of Endō's humor may suffice. In Endō's 1974 piece "Hagete katsura no o wo 

shimeyo" (In a Time of Baldness Take Heed),210 Endō's narrator is convinced to purchase 

a hairpiece that is glued onto his head. He is required to remain still for a number of 

hours until the glue dries, so he decides to take a nap. While he is sleeping, the hairpiece 

shifts and becomes affixed to his head at a crooked angle, making it look as if he had a 

giant bump on his head. Eventually, after being embarrassed in a public appearance 

(including one friend hitting his hairpiece to cause it to make a funny sound), he 

somehow manages to rip it from his head. Such slightly over-the-top, slapstick humor is 

typical of Osaka, and is a stark contrast to the often highly subdued Tokyo humor. 

 

Cultural Stumblingblocks 

An obstacle to the study of humorous Japanese literature, in particular for non-

Japanese scholars, is that the appreciation of humor often requires a significant amount of 

exposure to the various types of humor that are prevalent in that society. A grasp of the 

subtleties of the language, slang, current events and trends, societal norms and 

expectations, etc., is required if one is to "get the joke" in a particular society. The 

problem is even more challenging when it comes to translating humor. To make the 
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translation as funny as the original (or funny at all), the translator must have an excellent 

grasp of both languages, and must be able to be funny himself, at least in the target 

language. Because of the extraordinary amount of time and effort that must be dedicated 

to developing such skills, ultimately, it requires a deep love and enjoyment of humor and 

a firm dedication to its mastery. Further, an extensive, long-term study of humorous 

Japanese literature may also require the willingness to engage in a field of study that has 

not been universally embraced as "serious" scholarship, and as Dr. Diana Mahony, a 

specialist in the psychology of humor and laughter, has pointed out, is a field that is in 

general misunderstood, underappreciated, and maligned.211 At the same time, however, 

the dearth of scholarship on topics related to humor in Japan gives current humor scholars 

an expansive, unexplored field in which to play freely. As it stands now, though the 

harvest truly is plenteous, the laborers are certainly few. 

As mentioned, while pre-modern Japanese humor has been given some attention, 

modern Japan humorous literature, and especially post-WWII humor, has been generally 

neglected in the work of scholars outside Japan. The only English-language book 

currently available on modern Japanese humorous literature is Joel Cohn's Studies in the 

Comic Spirit in Modern Japanese Fiction (1998), which discusses the work of Dazai 

Osamu,212 Ibuse Masuji,213 and Inoue Hisashi. Of those three writers, only Inoue has 

produced a significant body of post-WWII humorous work. Howard Hibbett's The 

Chrysanthemum and the Fish (2002) briefly discusses modern Japanese humor, but the 
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description is limited to a handful of pages that briefly mention humor in the work of 

Natsume Sōseki,214 Akutagawa Ryūnosuke,215 Tanizaki Junichirō,216 and Inoue Hisashi. 

As with Cohn's book, Inoue is the only one of the writers that can be considered a 

postwar humorist—or a humorist at all. 

Whatever the reasons, it seems clear that humorous Japanese literature and Japanese 

humorists have not been given the attention that their prevalence seems to warrant, and 

that the neglect of the humorous work of Kita Morio in particular results in a skewed and 

inaccurate view of his direction, message, and nature as a writer and as an individual, and 

moreover, of the nature of modern and contemporary Japanese literature as a whole. 

Accordingly, the main purpose of this study is to take what I hope will be the first of 

many steps in exploring the abundance of humorous Japanese literature which, though 

more often than not outside the sphere of concern of the so-called literary establishment, 

so enriches the lives of the Japanese people. 

 

Kita Morio and the L-novel 

One focus of this study is the nature of Kita's humorous first-person, 

autobiographical-essay style work, which constitutes the majority of his humorous work. 

As I argue, these essays can be viewed as a type of "I-novel" (shishōsetsu),217 the nature 

of which will be discussed in more detail later. For now, let it suffice to say that, as I 

define it, in its most fundamental form an I-novel is an account, often but not always in 

                                                 
214 夏目漱石 (1867-1916). 
215 芥川龍之介 (1892-1927). 
216 谷崎潤一郎 (1886-1965). 
217 私小説 



 
 

54 
 

first-person, that is presented as if it were an honest account of the experiences of the 

writer, regardless of the degree of fiction contained therein. 

It is clear that much of Kita's humorous first-person, autobiographical-style essay 

work is completely fictional or at least highly exaggerated. As has frequently been done 

in the conventional I-novel, Kita sometimes refers to things described in other essays, as 

well as to events outside the text, with the assumption that the reader will be able to make 

connections that are not made explicit by the writer. Just as with the more typical I-novel, 

Kita appears to reveal honestly and without filter his own weaknesses, failures, foibles, 

and general silliness for all the world to see. Unlike the conventional I-novel, however, 

Kita's decidedly self-deprecating work focuses on holding up the struggles, foibles, 

silliness, and misadventures of the self as the object of laughter, and with the intention of 

evoking that laughter, rather than to satisfy a romantic view of decadence or to promote 

an image of self-sacrificing honesty. Accordingly, I suggest what I believe to be a new 

category, that of the "L-novel" ("L" standing for "laugh," changing "I-novel" to "I-laugh-

at-myself-novel"). The label is defined and illustrated more fully in subsequent chapters, 

but in general, an L-novel is an I-novel that is intended to be funny, with the humor 

created by the author lampooning himself. I believe that viewing these essays in this 

manner will be helpful in illuminating both the meaning and the value of the texts. 

Throughout this study I will follow Japanese convention and refer to Kita's humorous 

first-person, autobiographical-essay style work as "essays." Because of their fictional 

nature, it may be more appropriate to refer to them as stories, but for the sake of 

consistency with common practice, the term "essay" will be used. The word "novel" is 
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also problematic as it is used in both the expression "I-novel" and the new label "L-

novel." "Novel" is the word ordinarily used to render the Japanese word "shōsetsu" (小

説), but is misleading in that shōsetsu encompasses a range of literary work that includes 

what in the North American and European traditions are usually referred to as short 

stories, novellas, and full-length novels, as well as works of a less fictional nature. With 

that caveat, I follow convention here as well, and will continue the use of the word 

"novel" in the case of both the I-novel and the L-novel. 

One of the most important elements of Kita Morio's humorous works is the manner in 

which they (to borrow from the quote at the beginning of this Introduction) "console us 

for what we are." As will be seen, the type of humor most frequently found in Kita's 

humorous essays is empathic humor. Kita's narrator sets himself up as the object of 

laughter, and invites his audience to enjoy the foibles and fallibilities shared by writer 

and reader alike. 

Another important element that works to create Kita's humor is the use of a distinct 

authorial persona which includes the use of a type of nickname which often appears in 

the titles of individual essays a well as collections. Kita's nickname is "Manbō" 

("Sunfish") or "Dokutoru Manbō" ("Doctor Sunfish"). There is a close connection 

between the meaning and image of this nickname and the character of the authorial 

persona, and even of the humor itself. It is the creation of this persona—the fictional 

character "Manbō" who appears in his fullness only in the world of the essays—that 

constitutes the creation of Kita's L-novel. A section of this study is dedicated to clarifying 
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the nature and personality of this character known as "Manbō," as well as the world in 

which he lives: the world of Kita's humor. 

 

This study can be divided roughly into two parts. The first part provides a variety of 

information that acts as a foundation for subsequent analysis. Chapter 1 is a short 

overview of Kita's life, career, and personality. Though not directly related to the 

analyses in later chapters, a certain amount of biographical information is provided 

because this study is also intended to function as a general introduction to Kita Morio. 

This is important in the case of Kita Morio, since he has yet to be introduced to English-

speaking audiences to any meaningful degree. Chapter 2 provides an introduction to 

general humor theory, my view of the mechanism of humor, and an explanation of the 

overall framework used in this study to analyze humor. In Chapter 3, the focus is turned 

to the nature of Kita's essays as L-novels, a discussion which begins with an overview of 

the nature of the I-novel, of which the L-novel is a subset. 

The second part consists of two chapters which address the Manbō character and the 

world he inhabits, as well as the manner in which humor functions in the Manbō essays. 

In Chapter 4, I present an overall view of the Manbō character, including his personality, 

typical behavior, and other relevant issues, pieced together from common elements found 

throughout his work. In particular, I discuss the similarity of the Manbō character to the 

"Little Man" found in the work of James Thurber, Robert Benchley, and S.J. Perelman. 

Chapter 5 is dedicated to an examination of individual essays in the context of the world 

and image of Manbō established in Chapter 4. The view of the humor mechanism laid out 
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in Chapter 2 is applied to the essays, and the manner in which the humor found therein 

aids in "consoling us for what we are" is examined. Five essays are analyzed in individual 

sections, followed by a Conclusion in which I integrate the findings of the individual 

sections. 

Because Kita Morio has produced such an extensive body of humorous work, it is 

impossible to include the majority of his books, stories, and essays in my study. I 

therefore focus on what I believe to be a representative selection of his humorous first-

person essays. Criteria for selection includes the writing style and types of humor that 

Kita has most frequently employed, as well as recurrent themes in his humorous work, 

with some consideration given to which works are most frequently cited by readers and 

critics (in the few cases in which they are discussed by critics) as the best, funniest, or 

most representative. I have also made an effort to select from his early, middle, and later 

work in proportion to the amount of publication in each period. Accordingly, essays 

written during the 1960s and early 1970s are used most frequently. 

I have included in the Appendix translations of the five essays that are analyzed in the 

final chapter. There are two reasons for this. The first is to provide immediate, easy 

reference to English versions of the essays. The translations are intended to be read in 

conjunction with the final chapter. The second, and possibly most important reason for 

their inclusion, is to begin what I hope will grow into a larger body of translation of 

humorous Japanese literature for publication at a later date. There is much of Japanese 

humor that can be effectively translated and appreciated by an English-speaking audience, 

and I would like to use this opportunity to begin providing such translations. 
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My hope is that this will be a first step toward filling a gaping hole in modern 

Japanese literary scholarship and in introducing to non-Japanese audiences a vast body of 

literature that assists in the understanding of Japanese society, addresses issues that 

transcend culture, "consoles us for what we are," and is at the same time highly 

entertaining. I feel that the work of Kita Morio is an excellent place to begin. 
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CHAPTER 1 THE MAN 

 

Depending on the approach one takes toward the interpretation of literature, the life 

and experiences of a writer may or may not shed light on the meaning of that writer's 

works. Because the present examination of Kita Morio's writing is chiefly concerned with 

the elements of the world of his humor and the behavior of a specific character within the 

context of that world, rather than that character's relationship to the writer himself, the 

details of Kita's personality and biography will play little part in our analysis. However, 

as Richard Tobias wrote as he began his study of the work of humorist James Thurber, 

"[c]ertain known facts, however, ought to be presented even if they supply no magic 

key."1 Moreover, audiences outside Japan, even scholars of Japanese literature, are in 

general unfamiliar with Kita and his work. Considering that this study is intended to 

serve not only as an examination of Kita's humor, but also to take on a secondary role as 

a brief introduction to his life and work in general, it seems appropriate to dedicate a 

certain amount of space to such an overview at this point. 

A problem arises, however, when an attempt is made to construct a biography of Kita 

Morio. In the case of many writers, personal journals, essays, and other such 

autobiographical writing can provide material for such an effort, but in the case of Kita 

Morio, the bulk of what he has written about "himself" is clearly fiction, or at least 

significantly exaggerated or modified. As we will see later in this study, the Kita Morio 

or the "I" the reader finds in his autobiographical-style work is essentially a fictional 

                                                 
1 Richard Tobias, The Art of James Thurber (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 1969), p. 18. 
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character who exists only in that world, and is thus an unreliable source for factual 

information regarding the events of Kita's life. 

This problem is compounded by the uncritical acceptance by Japanese scholars of 

those works as being truly autobiographical. The biographical elements in most articles 

written by Japanese scholars about Kita Morio are taken directly from the fictional world 

that Kita has created in his writing, rather than from observed events or other documented 

histories. Even those who have known and associated with Kita for many years, such as 

Endō Shūsaku, have a tendency toward playfulness, and intentionally fabricate or 

exaggerate events involving Kita as part of the creation of their own fictional worlds. 

Accordingly, most articles that have been written about Kita Morio are not really about 

Kita Morio, the living, breathing man existing in real time and space, but are actually 

about a fictional character that was created by Kita himself or fellow writers. 

As mentioned in the Introduction, only one book has been published in Japan on Kita 

and his work, a book that is actually a collection of articles written by Okuno Takeo. 

Miyawaki Shunzō has pointed out that "people have written about Kita Morio the man, 

but it seems difficult to write about his literature." Accordingly, Kita and Miyawaki asked 

Okuno to gather the things he had written about Kita Morio's work and develop it into a 

single volume.2 Fortunately, Okuno, a prominent literary critic and scientist, has known 

Kita since their days in middle school, and includes a variety of biographical details of 

Kita's life, many of which are first-hand. Even the information provided by Okuno is 

often sketchy and episodic, however, and no attempt is made here to construct a complete 

                                                 
2 Okuno, p. 167. 
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biography, but for the purposes of a brief overview such as that provided in this section, it 

is a valuable resource. In addition, Kita has recently published the closest thing to a true 

autobiography he has yet to produce, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki (Doctor Manbō 

Reminisces, 2007),3 a short volume which includes straightforward accounts of some of 

the events that inspired the fictional versions found in his humorous writing. Necessarily, 

much of this chapter relies heavily on these two works.  

 

Birth and Childhood 

Kita Morio was born Saitō Sōkichi4 on May 1, 1927, in the Aoyama neighborhood of 

Tokyo, Japan, near the Aoyama Cemetery, Japan's first municipal cemetery. Surprisingly, 

the hospital record of the birth survived time and war until Kita, curious as to what time 

of the day he had been born, found it in the hospital archives.5 Sōkichi was the second 

son and third child of Saitō Mokichi,6 a psychiatrist and poet who gained prominence as a 

member of the group of poets known collectively as the "Araragi School,"7 and his wife 

Teruko.8 

Until leaving Tokyo for Matsumoto when he entered high school, Sōkichi lived in a 

house next to a hospital run by his father. The hospital had been built on the site of the 

Aoyama Mental Hospital that his grandfather had founded. The original hospital, a large 

                                                 
3 どくとるマンボウ回想記 
4 斎藤宗吉 
5 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 14. The record indicates that contractions began at 7:00 AM, water 
broke at 10:17, and the baby was born at 10:39. 
6 斎藤茂吉 (1882-1953) 
7 Named after the poetry magazine Araragi (アララギ) that was founded in 1908. 
8 斎藤輝子 (1895-1984) 
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and imposing structure, had survived the Great Kanto Earthquake and ensuing fires of 

1923, but had burned down in 1924.9 Young Sōkichi often played at the hospital, and 

consequently spent a significant amount of time associating with the mental patients that 

were treated there. Kita has cited this fact as one of the chief reasons that he did not 

acquire the fear of the mentally ill that was the norm in Japan at the time.10 

As an influential poet, psychiatrist, and scholar, Saitō Mokichi had frequent visitors 

from a variety of fields. One of the most interesting was sumo wrestler Dewagatake.11 

Dewagatake had a moderately successful career as a professional sumo wrestler, but 

perhaps gained greater fame for his extraordinary height. At approximately 6 feet 8 

inches tall, he appeared to be a giant next to the average Japanese of the time. The 

wrestler had come from the same region as Sōkichi's grandfather, who acted as a 

surrogate father, and was a frequent visitor at the Saitō home, terrifying Sōkichi with his 

imposing figure.12 

Sōkichi's parents had a rocky, turbulent marriage, and they eventually separated just 

before the young boy entered elementary school, with his mother living at his uncle's 

house during much of his childhood.13 Though the theme of the absence of a young boy's 

mother plays a prominent role in Kita's first novel Yūrei (Ghosts, 1954; trans. 1991), 

there is little evidence in his later work of it having a profound effect on him. It is 

possible that because he continued to see his mother regularly, often spending vacations 

with her as well, he did not feel a significant sense of loss. Regardless of the reason, he 
                                                 
9 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 18. 
10 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 18-19. 
11 Dewagatake Bunjirō (出羽ヶ嶽文治郎; 1902-1950). 
12 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 28. 
13 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 21. 
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has written little of the separation, and even then it has been presented in a highly matter-

of-fact manner.14 

In elementary school, Sōkichi excelled at arithmetic, but showed even more promise 

in his drawing abilities, and for a time, he believed that he would be an artist when he 

grew up.15 In contrast to his solid performance in academics, Sōkichi struggled in 

physical education and music. Though he was not particularly weak, he was a very slow 

runner.16 Of that characteristic, Kita has said: "Being a slow runner was one of my 

distinctive features. I had the nickname 'Rickety Car.' Another nickname I had was 'Frog.' 

That was because I've got puffy eyelids and bug eyes."17 In general, he was not good at 

much of what the other children did, though he points out that he was "decent" at 

baseball.18 

His performance as both a student and an athlete was adversely affected by a variety 

of serious illnesses he suffered as a child. He contracted children's dysentery about the 

time he entered elementary school,19 then acute nephritis near the end of fifth grade, 

requiring a long period of treatment and recovery, as well as extended absence from 

school.20 Unable to participate in ordinary play, Sōkichi began reading about insects.21 

Even after his recovery, he was still rather inept at the games the other children played, so 

he frequently went off by himself looking at plants and insects in the fields and meadows 

                                                 
14 See, for example, Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 21-22. 
15 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 37. 
16 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 36. 
17 Okuno, p. 21. 
18 Okuno, p. 20. 
19 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 38. 
20 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 41. 
21 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 42. 
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near his home.22 So diligent was he in his study of insects, that by the time he entered 

junior high, he had developed a surprisingly high level of expertise as an entomologist.23 

Kita has said that if his father had not pushed him to go (reluctantly) into psychiatry, he 

would likely have become a zoologist.24 He applied to Matsumoto High School in the 

mountainous Nagano Prefecture for the simple reason that the area was home to an 

abundance of rare insects.25 Before leaving for Matsumoto, Sōkichi had collected 

approximately 100 boxes of insect specimens, a collection that, sadly, was destroyed by 

fire when his home was bombed during World War Two.26 

His bout with nephritis forced Sōkichi to miss most of a semester, and though he was 

able to get back on track academically during the following semester, his physically 

weakened condition improved little.27 "Before that," Kita has said, "I was just barely 

below average, but my illness took me far below average. So I wasn't good at military 

drills, gymnastics, PE, any of it. But I was a serious, hardworking student, so they 

couldn't give me grades that were too bad even in military drills and PE. I was in the C 

range."28 With the Sino-Japanese War lengthening, physical strength and endurance were 

viewed as vital qualities in Japan's youth, so he felt a special stigma about his weakness, 

pushing him into cynicism.29 In a sense, the illness changed the direction of Sōkichi's life: 

"My kidney ailment in elementary school was a significant turning point for me. If that 

                                                 
22 Okuno, p. 27. 
23 Okuno, p. 28. 
24 Okuno, p. 31. 
25 Okuno, p. 111. 
26 Okuno, pp. 38-39. 
27 Sōkichi also contracted diphtheria near the end of middle school, further deteriorating his strength. Kita, 
Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 40. 
28 Okuno, pp. 29-30. 
29 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 43, 
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hadn't happened, since I was a model student, I would probably have gone to an elite 

junior high school, then Tokyo University, and by now I would be some kind of strange 

doctor. After my illness I got a sense of inferiority."30 This sense of inferiority is evident 

in much of his writing, even a defining characteristic. 

Sōkichi was sometimes able to get away with things because he was a model student. 

On one occasion in high school, Sōkichi's classmates became unruly in the classroom 

while the teacher was outside. When the teacher came to investigate, the students blamed 

the ruckus on Sōkichi, building a story that described in exaggerated terms the wicked 

acts of their classmate. In reality, Sōkichi was in the restroom during the entire episode, 

and was unaware of what had transpired. Rather than confront Sōkichi that day, the 

teacher stood in an assembly the next day and for the most part came to Sōkichi's defense, 

announcing that there had been a certain student getting a bit unruly, but that since he had 

come from a very strict home life, it was inevitable that he would release the pent up 

stress on occasion at school.31 

 

Literary Awakening 

The Sino-Japanese War escalated into the Pacific War when Sōkichi was in his 

second year of middle school. As with the nation in general, school gradually took on a 

militaristic feel, with students wearing gaiters, saluting teachers, and marching to class.32 

However, Sōkichi's actual exposure to the war was limited, and for most of the war was 

                                                 
30 Okuno, p. 67. 
31 Okuno, pp. 36-37. 
32 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 50. 
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relatively indirect and distant. When he was a middle school student, he and his fellow 

students were mobilized for factory work. The school was closed, and the students were 

sent to work in a factory manufacturing bomb release devices.33 The factory burned down 

during a bombing raid in April of 1945 (the students were not there at the time), so the 

students were sent to dig bomb shelters.34 The empty Saitō family home (abandoned 

when the family evacuated the area) was bombed and burned to the ground on the night 

of May 24, 1945, as was the neighboring hospital. Sōkichi lived at his brother's home for 

a short time while mobilized for work, then traveled to Matsumoto for high school at the 

beginning of June.35 He describes his closest direct encounter with the war as being an 

incident in middle school in which a military officer scolded him harshly for laughing too 

much.36 

There were high expectations for Saitō Sōkichi when he arrived at the high school 

dormitory. Students at the time tended toward a philosophical bent, and others in the 

dorm expected the boy to have inherited the same from his well-known poet father. 

Anticipating a profound observation from the new student, the upperclassmen asked him 

for his feelings upon entering the dorm. Sōkichi answered by saying: "The biggest 

                                                 
33 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 52. 
34 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 54. 
35 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 55. 
36 Okuno, p. 32. It is possible that Kita did not indicate that losing his home in one of the bombings of 
Tokyo was his closest encounter with the war because he was not there at the time, and did not consider it 
to be a direct encounter, whereas in the case of being scolded by the officer, the effect was immediate. This 
disconnect from the horrors of war may also be the reason that Kita's work has little of the sense of 
attempting to heal from or come to terms with wartime experiences that is common in the work of many of 
his contemporaries. 
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problem is that there's no running water in the bathroom," and the disappointed students 

beat him up.37 

Sōkichi had started reading extensively during his lengthy illness, but most of it was 

focused on his newfound interest in insects.38 During high school, however, his interest 

turned to other literature. A major reason for this change was the destruction of his insect 

specimens, a collection that had required years of dedicated study and searching, in a 

single night when his home was destroyed. When he received the news of the fire, the 

dream and goal he had carried from childhood disappeared. Okuno Takeo has written that 

the death of the "insect youth," and the defeat of Saitō Sōkichi, came a bit earlier than 

that of Japan.39 

Another push toward literature came from his own father, though Mokichi was 

unaware of it. Mokichi was, in fact, against his son becoming a writer, and instead 

intended for him to enter a medical field. Sōkichi first read his father's poetry while 

staying with his brother after the destruction of the family home. As a child, the image 

Sōkichi had of books was oppressive and as Kita has remarked, he had a "sense of fear" 

toward them, so he did not read much other than books about insects.40 His own father's 

work was even more remote. The teenaged Sōkichi was deeply moved by his father's 

poetry, and continued to read it throughout high school, though he tried to hide the fact 

                                                 
37 Okuno, p. 65. 
38 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 43. 
39 Okuno, pp. 45-46. 
40 Okuno, p. 59. 
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from his father. In particular, Sōkichi hid the fact that the former "science boy" was now 

writing poetry.41 

Though he was never an avid reader of Japanese literature, the first Japanese writer to 

show the young Sōkichi the appeal of prose was Akutagawa Ryūnosuke, whom he read 

extensively beginning in high school when he found Akutagawa's collected works in the 

dorm library.42 Kita has stated that the three most influential Japanese writers for him 

were first Akutagawa and Dazai Osamu, then later Mishima Yukio.43 Sōkichi also read 

philosophical works in high school, but he admits that, unlike many of his fellow students, 

it was more for their poesy than for their philosophy.44 Sōkichi also dabbled in foreign 

literature and found a great love for Dostoevsky in high school, eventually reading all his 

works.45  

As an adult, Kita Morio has been associated very closely with humor, but the child 

Sōkichi read very little humor.46 Two humorous works he did read in middle school were 

Natsume Sōseki's comic classics Wagahai wa neko de aru (I Am A Cat, 1905) and 

Botchan (1906). Sōkichi felt compelled to read something by Sōseki, since he was 

considered a great writer, so he read those two and enjoyed them, but did not move on to 

any of Sōseki's other work.47 Though it never became the focus of his reading, Sōkichi 

                                                 
41 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 56. 
42 Okuno, p. 65. 
43 三島由紀夫 (1925-1970); Okuno, p. 66. 
44 Okuno, p. 62. 
45 Okuno, p. 63. 
46 Okuno, p. 22. 
47 Okuno, p. 60. Evidence of Sōseki's influence is found in Kita's 1972 comic novel Takami no kenbutsu. 
The most immediately recognizable is the narrator. Sōseki's novel Wagahai wa neko de aru is narrated 
from the point of view of a cat. Kita's novel is also narrated from the point of view of a non-human 
character: a cockroach. 



 
 

69 
 

did begin to enjoy more humorous literature in high school in conjunction with his 

awakening to literature in general.48 

Sōkichi was a good student in middle school, as well as at the beginning of high 

school, but he eventually stopped going to class, focusing rather on reading things he 

chose himself.49 Kita has written that when he became a "literary youth" he turned into a 

"bad student."50 Part of the time away from his school work was spent in the mountains. 

Sōkichi began hiking in the mountains surrounding Matsumoto to catch insects just 

before the end of World War Two, but eventually began to enjoy the mountains 

themselves.51 Though his knowledge of nature and literature grew, his grades suffered, 

and he even began to fail in his best subjects, math and science.52  

Regardless of his academic apathy and new love for literature, Sōkichi intended to 

become an entomologist rather than a writer. He knew that his father wanted him to 

follow family tradition and enter a medical field, but Sōkichi doubted that he would be 

accepted into a medical program. His experience with insects naturally led him to look 

into zoology programs, but when he told his father, Mokichi sent him a tearful letter 

urging him to reconsider, beginning the letter with "My dearest Sōkichi," a salutation that 

both shocked and touched the young man. The sentiment weakened Sōkichi's resolve, 

and he decided to go into psychiatry,53 eventually being accepted into the medical 

                                                 
48 Kita Morio, "'Manbō mono' no hassei ni tsuite," Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), p. 7. 
49 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 59. 
50 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 62. 
51 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 69. 
52 Okuno, p. 39. 
53 Okuno, p. 39. 
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program at Tohoku University in Sendai.54 Okuno has interpreted this decision as not so 

much a compromise or an appeasement of his father's wishes as an expression of love and 

adoration toward the respected poet Saitō Mokichi.55 

Sōkichi had begun writing poetry in high school,56 and even much of his later prose 

has a poetic quality to it. He began writing prose in medical school,57 frequently skipping 

class at the university to write.58 After graduation he spent a year as an intern,59 then was 

hired by the Department of Neuropsychiatry at Keio University's School of Medicine.60 

Even after obtaining a full-time position as a psychiatrist at the prestigious university 

hospital, he disliked being a doctor.61 He had no intention of becoming a professional 

novelist, but he wanted to keep writing. At the time he was deeply impressed by Thomas 

Mann's "Tonio Kröger" and wanted to write something that was "at least a fraction as 

good."62 

 

From Obscurity to Literary Phenomenon 

At first Sōkichi had little confidence in his work, but thought he might be able to 

make at least enough money to pay for the paper he wrote on. After numerous entries in 

contests sponsored by small magazines, he received a reply telling him that, though he 

hadn't won the contest, his work was too good to merely toss out. The story was used as a 

                                                 
54 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 74. 
55 Okuno, pp. 49-50. 
56 Okuno, p. 49. 
57 Okuno, p. 51. 
58 Okuno, p. 50. 
59 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 76. 
60 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 79. 
61 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 78. 
62 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 78. 
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ghost-written piece for a more well-known writer that Kita leaves unnamed.63 He also 

had poetry accepted by the magazine Bungaku Shūdan a few times, but never received 

the promised payment, and eventually the magazine folded. It was at this time that 

Sōkichi began using the name "Kita Muneo," an early version of his current pen name, 

for his poetry.64 

Much of Kita's early work had autobiographical elements, such as the short story 

"Shōnen" (A Boy)65 Written in 1950, the story was about a late-maturing youth at 

Matsumoto High School (Kita's high school) going through a process of growth, written 

in a straightforward and humorous manner.66 Such works were chiefly published in 

Bungei Shuto,67 "a collection of perennially out-of-favor literary youth, that was viewed 

by the literary establishment and journalists in general as a magazine for immature, 

countrified writing."68 Fellow writers who published in the magazine included Satō 

Aiko,69 Nada Inada,70 and later Nakagami Kenji.71 

The first time Sōkichi used "Kita Morio," the name by which he would be known for 

the rest of his professional career (though in those early days, the pen name was often 

printed incorrectly, such as "Mori Kitao"72), was when he submitted the short story 

                                                 
63 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 78. 
64 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 79. 
65 少年 
66 Okuno, p. 57. 
67 文芸首都 
68 Okuno, p. 43. 
69 佐藤愛子 (1923- ). 
70 なだいなだ (1929- ). 
71 中上健次 (1946-1992). 
72 Okuno, p. 67. 
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"Hyakugafu" (The Song of 100 Moths)73 to Bungei Shuto in 1950.74 Kita has not given a 

reason for his decision to use a pen name. It is possible that he was merely conforming to 

a common practice of Japanese writers. Okuno has suggested that Kita wanted to be 

judged not as the son of Saitō Mokichi, but rather on the merits of his own work and 

accomplishments.75 It is also true that the young man feared his father's reaction to his 

literary activities, and likely felt it prudent to avoid the use of his own name. Regardless 

of the reason, Saitō Sōkichi came up with a name patterned after that of Tonio Kröger 

that he so admired, and Kita Morio was born. "Hyakugafu" was the new first prose piece 

published by the newborn writer. Subsequently, Kita collaborated with Satō Aiko, 

Hinuma Rintarō,76 Nada Inada, and other writers he met during that period to publish the 

coterie magazine Hansekai.77 

Kita was still young, and he believed that at some point he would be recognized by 

the literary establishment, but such recognition was long in coming. His first novel, the 

self-published Yūrei (Ghosts, 1954; trans. 1991), a novel that, while somewhat based on 

his own experiences, was essentially fiction,78 was generally ignored by both readers and 

critics for almost a decade until he had gained prominence through later work.79 Kita 

published the novel with money he borrowed from his mother. 

Kita struggled for widespread acceptance as a writer until 1960, when Dokutoru 

Manbō kōkaiki (Doctor Manbo at Sea, trans. 1987) was published. In 1958, Kita was 
                                                 
73 百蛾譜 
74 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 79. 
75 Okuno, p. 45. 
76 日沼倫太郎 (1925-1968). 
77 半世界. Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 79. 
78 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 116. 
79 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 79. 
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publishing with increased frequency, so it seemed natural that he would turn his focus 

more and more toward writing. Instead, Kita suddenly accepted a position as ship's doctor 

on a tuna research vessel headed for Europe. An avid reader of the work of Thomas 

Mann, he jumped at the offer with the intention of visiting Mann's birthplace and other 

sites related to Mann's life.80 

The ship traveled through Southeast Asia, the Suez Canal, and to Europe, during 

which time Kita wrote a number of articles about his experiences during the voyage that 

were published in the newspaper Tokyo Shinbun81 before his return.82 Foreign travel was 

still highly restricted at the time, so there was great interest in his experiences, and upon 

his return to Japan in April 1959, Kita received a number of requests from publishers to 

write a full-length account of the journey. He refused at first, because, as he has 

explained, he was going to focus on junbungaku,83 and had never had any intention of 

writing "entertainment" or humor,84 but he eventually accepted an offer with the belief 

that he could get relief from the stress of having hit a wall with the junbungaku story he 

had been working on, as well as the pain and depression of having a duodenal ulcer.85 His 

suffering was multiplied by the requirement to stop drinking and smoking.86 

Kita used the articles from Tokyo Shinbun as well as the journal he had kept during 

the voyage as the basis for the work.87 One incident on the trip that also appears in a 

                                                 
80 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 82. 
81 東京新聞 
82 Kita, "'Manbō mono' no hassei ni tsuite," p. 6. 
83 Okuno, p. 118. 
84 Kita, "'Manbō mono' no hassei ni tsuite," p. 6. 
85 Okuno, p. 76. 
86 Okuno, p. 118. 
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slightly modified version in the book is one which Kita has referred to as a sudden 

enlightenment. Kamiya Tadataka has interpreted the passage as describing Kita's 

awakening to his own comical nature.88 Whether that was the point at which Kita had 

such an awakening or not, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki set the tone for the entire Manbō 

series that was to be published regularly (though with decreasing frequency as he aged) 

over the next four and a half decades. 

Though his success had been growing, Kita was still not well known at the time the 

book was published, and the mass media had little effect on its sales. Instead, its 

reputation spread by word of mouth, and it became Kita's first bestseller.89 In the same 

year, the short story "Yoru to kiri no sumi de" (the junbungaku piece he had been 

struggling with) won the prestigious Akutagawa Prize. With the great success of both 

pieces coming at the same time, Kita was faced with the dilemma of having readers who 

were clamoring for both types of literature, and was suddenly thrust into the role of a 

writer who had to write both junbungaku and humorous stories at the same time.90 Kita 

turned it to his advantage, however, and has written that since that time he has continued 

to use a balance between "pure literature" and humorous essay-style work as part of his 

health management, avoiding running in either "high gear" or "low gear" for too long.91 

Okuno has observed that Kita seems to utilize "Doctor Manbō" or simply "Manbō" to 

create a space to express freely his humor and to engage in "murmuring" that would be 

                                                 
88 Kamiya Tadataka, "Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki," Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), p. 123. 
89 Okuno, p. 113. 
90 Okuno, p. 76. 
91 As cited in Furuya Kenzō, "Kita Morio no 'Manbō mono,'" Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), 
p. 25. 
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out of place in his more somber work,92 providing him a needed release from more 

stressful types of writing. 

The Manbō series and other of his lighter work have also provided a way for Kita to 

write quickly and obtain the income that he has been unable to obtain to a large degree 

from sales of critically acclaimed though generally less popular "pure literature" alone.93 

It also opened to him a medium through which to express things that he had been unable 

to before. This increased comfort with the incorporation of humor in his work was an 

important element in the success of Nire-ke no hitobito (1964, The House of Nire, trans. 

1985), which, though generally considered to be more "pure literature" than 

entertainment, has Manbō-esque humor sprinkled throughout.94 Okuno believes that, in 

addition to opening a new door for Kita's work, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki was also the 

impetus for a surge in a new kind of travel literature, playing a role in the subsequent 

appearance of such accounts from Oda Minoru,95 Yasuoka Shōtarō,96 Ōe Kenzaburō,97 

Kaikō Ken98 and others.99 

The world of Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki affected Kita's personal life as well. It was 

while in Germany during the voyage that Kita met his future wife Kimiko. The young 

woman was there with her father, who was head of the German branch of a Japanese 

                                                 
92 Okuno, p. 76. 
93 Okuno, p. 119. 
94 Okuno, p. 119. 
95 小田実 (1932-2007). 
96 安岡章太郎 (1920- ). 
97 大江健三郎 (1935- ). 
98 開高健 (1930-1989). 
99 Okuno, p. 116. Okuno does not, however, specify which particular works he is referring to. 
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trading company.100 They met again after their return to Japan, and began dating. Though 

Kita has said that Kimiko seemed uninterested and even distant on their first date (a 

dance), they were married in 1961,101 and in 1962 their daughter Yuka was born.102 

From his college days, Kita had wanted to write a long novel depicting multiple 

generations of a family, something along the lines of Thomas Mann's 1901 novel 

Buddenbrooks.103 He published little between 1960 and 1964, when he completed Nire-ke 

no hitobito (The House of Nire, trans. 1985), a story of three generations of a Japanese 

family running a mental hospital. The story has many similarities to his own family, with 

an added combination of exaggerated characters and completely fictional characters.104 

Kita has written that little exaggeration was necessary in depicting his grandfather Saitō 

Kiichi,105 whose eccentricities made him so much like a fictional character that in most 

cases it was sufficient to faithfully relate the stories that had been told about the founder 

of the prominent mental hospital.106 The name of the founder of the Nire Hospital, in fact, 

is merely a lengthening of the name of Kita's grandfather from "Kiichi" to "Kiichirō" 

(though there is a difference in the characters used). The novel was awarded the Mainichi 

Prize for literature that year, and was also highly praised by Mishima Yukio, who 

exclaimed upon reading Kita's book "This is what a novel should be!"107 

                                                 
100 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 150. 
101 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 152. 
102 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 154. 
103 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 90. 
104 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 91. 
105 斎藤紀一 
106 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 91. 
107 Okuno, p. 120. 
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Over the course of his career, Kita has traveled widely, much of it either for research 

for a story or for an adventure that subsequently became a book. His travels include a trip 

to Okhotsk on a sea ice research vessel in 1963, to the Karakoram mountain range as 

team doctor for a climbing expedition in 1965 (the basis for the 1966 novel Shiroki 

taoyaka na mine108), and as a "beggar" (while he was in the United States, Kita literally 

begged for money from passersby to finance his trip) to Cape Canaveral to see the launch 

of Apollo 11 in 1969 (the basis for the 1971 book Tsuki to 10 sento).109 Kita also traveled 

to Brazil twice to do research for the novel Kagayakeru aoki sora no shita de, a story of 

Japanese settlers in South America,110 published in two parts, in 1982 and 1986. The 

novel was awarded the Japan Literary Prize in 1986. In addition to such historical fiction, 

Kita has published a four-volume biography of his father Saitō Mokichi. The first volume 

of the set was released in 1991, and the final volume in 1998,111 being awarded the 

Osaragi Jiro Prize that year. 

 

From Pole to Pole 

Kita has been very open and public about his experiences as a manic depressive, 

almost to the point of boasting.112 When he is in a depressive state, Kita tends to avoid 

even meeting people, and gets little work done, but when he is in an up cycle, he is 

generally active, works long hours, and travels.113 Unfortunately, he also tends to make 

                                                 
108 白きたおやかな峰 (The White and Delicate Ridge) 
109 月と十セント (The Moon and Ten Cents). Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 94-96. 
110 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 107. 
111 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 119-120. 
112 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 129. 
113 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 124. 
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spectacularly bad decisions during his up cycles, such as when he became obsessed with 

buying and selling stocks in 1976, suffering devastating losses by buying when stock 

prices were high and selling when they were low.114 When he came out of that cycle, not 

only was he depressed and broke, but he was also in debt to his publisher from whom he 

had received advances, so no money came in even when he wrote.115 

At about the time he was losing all his money in the stock market, Kita came up with 

the idea of founding an independent nation he called the "Mabuse Republic,"116 taking 

the name from the main character in Fritz Lang's 1922 silent film Doctor Mabuse, the 

Gambler. As the founder of the new nation, Kita created a national anthem, national 

holidays, official currency, and even a national brand of cigarette. In special ceremonies, 

he bestowed national honors on writers, critics, and actresses whom he considered 

strange or eccentric.117 Kita began establishing the nation through essays118 and word-of-

mouth advertising, but after a few manic cycles the Mabuse Republic went into a period 

of isolation119 that continues to the time of this writing.120 

Kita has also attempted to carry out a variety of bizarre schemes to make money 

during his up cycles, including selling cans of pebbles labeled "Stones" and salt water 

labeled "Dead Sea Water." On the label for "Dead Sea Water" he printed "Just fill your 

bathtub with this water, and your body will float!" in an attempt to take advantage of the 

                                                 
114 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 138-140. 
115 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 140. 
116 マブゼ共和国 
117 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 142-144. 
118 See, for example, Kita's 1982 essay collection Mabuze kyōwakoku kenkoku yuraiki (An Account of the 
Origin of the Foundation of the Mabuse Republic). 
119 Kita uses the word sakoku (鎖国), which is the same word used to describe Japan's state of relative 
isolation from the outside world during the Edo Period. 
120 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 144. 
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obvious fact that it would take many, many cans of "Dead Sea Water" to fill a single 

bathtub.121 Kita attempted to register a patent for "Dead Sea Water," but his application 

was, not surprisingly, rejected by the patent office.122 

As he struggled to recover from financial devastation, Kita hoped to supplement his 

income when The House of Nire was published in English beginning in 1984.123 However, 

the massive novel did not receive wide release and did not sell well. This problem was 

compounded by the fact that Kita's royalties were set at a rather low percentage. Ghosts, 

released in English in 1991, suffered a similar fate. Proceeds from sales in other countries 

were low as well.124 Regular publishing, and greater control of his impulses during up 

cycles (impulses which have also been hindered to a great extent by advancing age), 

eventually allowed Kita to regain solvency. 

Kita's output has declined significantly since the 1990s as age and declining health 

have made it more difficult for him to work (or even sit for long periods of time). On 

May 12, 2008, he made a rare appearance on the long-running Japanese talk show 

"Tetsuko no heya," the first time in 28 years he had appeared on the program.125 Also, 

earlier in the year, the "Doctor Manbō Insect Exhibit" opened, highlighting insects 

discussed in Dokutoru Manbō konchūki (Doctor Manbō's Insect Journal, 1961), 

accompanied by commentary written by Kita himself. The exhibit has traveled to a 

variety of locations throughout Japan. In some areas, the exhibit has been held as a 

                                                 
121 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, pp. 131-132. 
122 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 132. 
123 The English version was originally published in two volumes as The House of Nire and The Fall of the 
House of Nire, in 1984 and 1985 respectively. 
124 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kaisōki, p. 133. 
125 Kita appeared on the popular program with his daughter, essayist Saitō Yuka. Kita's mother Teruko also 
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charity event for victims of the Iwate-Miyagi Nairiku Earthquake that occurred on June 

14, 2008.126 Kita has made a number of television appearances in relation to the exhibit. 

 

Personality 

In contrast to the vast and dramatic changes that Japan has seen since the end of 

World War Two, Kita Morio has been constant, to a large degree unchanged by the times. 

Those who have known him since his childhood have remarked that he has been 

unchanged by his fame.127 In addition, people who observe and associate with him seem 

to get the sense that Kita Morio is not like most literary men, that there is just something 

"different" about him.128 

Kita himself has pointed out an element of his personality that has not changed since 

his childhood, a type of innocence he has maintained over the years. "There is something 

childlike about me," he has written,129 a quality that has been noticed by others as well.130 

Kita has admitted that "[i]t's something I'm half ashamed of and half proud of."131 

Sometimes that childlike innocence leads him to a frank honesty that would be 

considered rude or offensive in anyone else. Okuno Takeo writes of an occasion on 

which Kita was gazing at the legs of Okuno's wife, who was rather self-conscious about 

their thickness. Casually, Kita mumbled "I really don't want to marry a woman with fat 

                                                 
126 Official website: http://nikkonkyo.org/event/drmanbou.html 
127 Okuno, p. 161. 
128 Okuno, p. 111. 
129 Kita, 1981, p. 185. 
130 Muramatsu Takeshi, "Kita Morio no sekai," Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), p. 11. 
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legs."132 On another occasion, after spending some time socializing with writer Miura 

Shumon133 and his wife, writer Sono Ayako,134 Kita said "I had been thinking about 

getting married, but as I've watched you two, I've changed my mind."135 

Even with such potentially offensive comments coming from his mouth or pen from 

time to time, Kita is universally perceived as a mild, good-natured gentleman.136 This is 

evident in his humor as well, the fountain of which, as Matsubara Shinichi has pointed 

out, is a gentle kindness.137 It is not the sharply stabbing laughter of the strong, nor is it 

the artificially self-deprecating laughter of the apple-polisher, but a relaxed and tender 

laughter, intended to hurt neither others nor himself. 138 In his real-life interactions, 

friends and fans alike have come to believe that, regardless of what he says, Kita Morio 

does not intentionally hurt, and would really prefer that everybody just got along. It is 

significant that this gentleness and pathos are both expressed in the image of the manbō, 

the giant sunfish, from which he gets his nickname.139  

Though personable, Kita is extremely bashful, and is particularly embarrassed by his 

own actions.140 When writing about himself, he will in some cases spend two pages 

describing how embarrassed he is about certain experiences before he actually relates 
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those experiences.141 Kita is also deeply self-deprecating when speaking or writing about 

himself, and even outside the literary Manbō persona, describes himself as weak, 

unsuccessful, and bumbling. This image is in many ways inaccurate, however. Kita has 

frequently spoken of his failures as a psychiatrist, asserting that he was for the most part 

useless as a member of the profession. In reality, though he retired prematurely to focus 

on his literary career, Kita was very successful in his psychiatric work, even to the point 

of holding senior staff positions at hospitals.142  

Kita also possesses a strikingly wide range of knowledge not normally had by the 

average person, though at the same time he holds a certain apathy toward the common, 

everyday things that are known by that same average person.143 His expert knowledge of 

insects is famous, but people are often surprised at the breadth of information he has 

absorbed, part of which is the result of his nature as a focused and diligent worker which 

pushed him to spend many hours reading a variety of reference works.144 This knowledge 

has allowed Kita to render his fictional world in a manner that is realistic and believable, 

as he mixes fact with fiction and exaggeration. 

Unlike many of Japan's most prominent postwar writers, Kita has remained 

uninvolved in politics and ideology, which he has said "go against my nature,"145 and 

there is little indication in his writing or real-life interaction that he has any "agenda" in 

                                                 
141 Muramatsu, p. 12. 
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that area.146 Even the founding of the aforementioned Mabuse Republic was motivated 

not by any political aspirations or ideology, but rather was inspired by a manic phase and 

a conversation with writer and naturalist Hata Masanori147 who spoke to him of creating 

an independent "animal kingdom."148 Since his childhood, Kita has had a strong aversion 

to any kind of conflict, so one reason that he has avoided politics in life and in his writing 

is likely his desire to avoid the contention and heavy-handedness that comes so 

consistently with political activism. This honest and natural neutrality (or more accurately, 

apathy) toward politics has enabled him to make friends with people from across the 

spectrum. On one occasion early in Kita's career, his friend, literary critic Okuno Takeo, 

read one of his manuscripts and offered to take it for submission to the magazine Kindai 

Bungaku.149 Kita, however, begged him not to because the magazine was full of "scary 

left-wingers." Okuno ignored the pleas of his timid friend and submitted the manuscript. 

The story received favorable reviews at the magazine, and Kita subsequently published 

frequently in Kindai Bungaku,150 even becoming friends with some of the "scary left-

wingers" that were there.151 On the other hand, Kita was also friends with militant 

nationalist figures such as writer Mishima Yukio (who highly praised Kita's work). 

Mishima was so drawn to Kita that he asked if he could attend Kita's wedding, even 

before invitations had been sent.152 
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Kita Morio is a compulsive laugher.153 He enjoys humor, in particular that in the work 

of Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Dickens, Gogol, and Mark Twain (whom he considers to be 

one of the top three American writers of all time).154 This leaning toward humor seems to 

be natural, rather than something developed through conscious study and practice. There 

are times, in fact, in which Kita seems to be almost unaware that he is being funny, and is 

rather perplexed when people laugh. As has been mentioned, one of Kita's notable traits 

is his tendency to say things that are unexpected.155 Those who know him well say that 

more than doing strange things he says strange things.156 

Kita Morio is also a long-time, dedicated fan of the Hanshin Tigers of the Nippon 

Professional Baseball League. Kita's obsession with the Tigers has often been an obstacle 

to meeting submission deadlines, and social interaction is almost completely terminated 

during games. During the height of his focus on the team, Kita would even go so far as to 

ask guests to leave when a game was starting, saying something such as "Sorry, but 

would you please leave? The other day I was drinking with Tsuji Kunio during a game 

against the Giants, and the Tigers lost. It's bad luck to have visitors over." Like many 

sports fans, Kita has been caught up in the belief that his actions, and even his mental 

activity, affect the outcome of the game. If the Tigers get into a pinch, Kita contorts his 

body into something that looks vaguely like a yoga position. If he has guests, he explains 

what he is doing: "I've got to send psychic energy. I'll be busy standing on my head and 

                                                 
153 Okuno, p. 32. 
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stuff, so I'll be in my den for a while. Go ahead and drink whatever you want." He then 

disappears into another room until the game is over.157  

 

Overall Style and Themes 

Kita Morio has been described as the least "postwar-like" of Japan's postwar 

writers.158 This does not necessarily mean that he is like Japan's prewar writers, but rather 

that he does not fit neatly into a specific postwar category or literary movement. Kita has 

shown great flexibility in his choice of genres and subjects, prompting one observer to 

say that "even though there was only one of him born, he tries to live like there are ten of 

him."159 Little of Kita Morio's work has a strong connection to the period in which it was 

written or to societal issues of the day, and has been described by Abe Masamichi as 

"transcending time."160 Though his career began later than the majority of the group, Kita 

is most closely associated with the members of the so-called Dai-san no shinjin (the 

Third Wave of New Writers),161 a categorization which ultimately points more to 

temporal coincidence than to stylistic or thematic similarities.  

Kita's contemporary with the greatest similarities, and the one with which he has been 

most frequently associated, was likely his friend Endō Shūsaku.162 Endō won the 

Akutagawa Prize in 1955 for the story "Shiroi hito" (White Man)163 and the Mainichi 
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Prize in 1958 for Umi to dokuyaku (The Sea and Poison),164 both of which awards were 

subsequently won by Kita. Endō was also awarded the Tanizaki Prize165 in1966 for 

Chinmoku (Silence)166, served as president of the Japan P.E.N. Club from 1985 to 1989, 

and received the Order of Cultural Merit167 in 1995, the year before he died. Endō served 

on the selection committee when Kita won the Japan Literary Prize in 1986. Like Kita, 

Endō worked in a wide range of genres, including novels, social commentary, religious 

studies, biographies, short stories, and essays. Endō converted to Catholicism as a boy, 

and much of his work addresses Christian themes, as well as provides an examination of 

the nature of the Japanese from that perspective. This gives Endō's non-comic writing a 

tone and direction that is somewhat different from Kita's, but Endō also produced a large 

number of humorous autobiographical-style essays, employing a type of self-deprecating 

and self-lampooning style of humor that is much like that used by Kita (though Endō 

tended to be much more boisterous in his humor than Kita, as has been discussed).  

Another similarity is the use of a nickname for the narrator or authorial protagonist of 

their humorous autobiographical-style essays, nicknames which ultimately were applied 

both to the fictional narrators of those essays and to the writers themselves. In Endō’s 

case, the nickname is Korian (Neighbor of Foxes and Raccoons)168 or Korian-sensei 

(Master/Doctor Neighbor of Foxes and Raccoons),169 The image of the fox and the 

raccoon—sly trickster characters in Japanese mythology—are appropriate for Endō's 
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well-known flamboyantly mischievous personality that is so evident in his humor, 

providing a striking contrast to Kita's subdued style. 

Another of Kita's "Third Wave" friends is Agawa Hiroyuki,170 who, like Endō, has 

often appeared as a character in Kita's essays. Agawa's work includes I-novels, short 

stories, and biographies, much of it set in or related to World War Two, and often based 

on his own experiences in the Imperial Navy. Like many of his generation, he wrote of 

the suffering and misery of war, but without harshness, and with a kind of warmth similar 

to that of Kita. Another member of the Third Wave to write of war experiences and the 

effect on the Japanese people was Kojima Nobuo.171 Similar to Kita's work in their 

frequent focus on the mundane (and their autobiographical nature, including application 

of the names of family and friends to his characters), many of Kojima's stories describe 

the details of the struggles of ordinary life and personal relationships, such as in Hōyō 

kazoku (Embracing Family; winner of the Tanizaki Prize in 1965),172 but unlike Kita's 

work, Kojima's accounts can erupt in shocking violence, such as in the short story Shōjū 

(The Rifle; 1952),173 in which the first-person narrator, a Japanese soldier in World War 

Two, is commanded to shoot and then bayonet a pregnant Chinese woman. Kojima 

incorporated humor in his stories as well, though often accompanied by a sense of 

melancholy that, while similarly subdued, is in general darker than Kita's quiet humor. 

                                                 
170阿川 弘之 (1920-). 
171 小島信夫 (1915-2006). 
172 抱擁家族 
173 小銃 
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A fourth contemporary of Kita is Yasuoka Shōtarō.174 In addition to more somber 

works (including the biographical novel Ryūritan,175 which traces the history of 

Yasuoka's family to the end of the Tokugawa Period), Yasuoka has made generous use of 

a comic touch. As Van Gessel has written, Yasuoka pours his stories "full of humor, 

pathos, and a sensitive understanding for the gnawing, unfulfilled desires of his 

characters,"176 a comment that could just as well have been written about Kita. Yasuoka's 

protagonists are frequently frustrated in their efforts to do even the simplest things. In 

stories such as Akutagawa Prize winner "Warui nakama" (Bad Company; 1953),177 

Yasuoka presents the reader with a view into the plight of chronic underachievers, 

characters who never seem to find a comfortable place in life, but the stories are saved 

from an overly dismal tone by Yasuoka's wryly humorous presentation. Yasuoka's humor 

has even extended to essay collections, such as Tochiri no mushi (The Blooper Bug; 

1975).178 

As should be evident even from this small sampling,179 Kita's literary career began in 

the midst of writers who were in some ways similar to him, but also had important 

differences. In addition, the work of many of the Third Wave writers constituted a type of 

                                                 
174 安岡章太郎 (1920-) 
175流離譚 (A Tale of Wanderers), 1980. 
176 Van C. Gessel, The Sting of Life (New York: Columbian University Press, 1989), p. 82. 
177 悪い仲間 
178 とちりの虫 
179 Naturally, there were many others with both similar and differing themes and styles, that cannot be 
addressed here, some of the more prominent being Shimao Toshio (島尾敏雄; 1917-1986), Shōno Junzō 
(庄野潤三; 1921-), and Yoshiyuki Junnozuke (吉行淳之介; 1924-1994). See, for example, Van C. Gessel, 
The Sting of Life (1989) for a more detailed study of The Third Wave of New Writers and four of the more 
well-known members of this group. 
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"revival" of the I-novel,180 bringing it "a vigorous sense of irony" in the presentation of 

first-person narrators who are "displaced and disoriented."181 Collectively, this diversity 

as well as a broadened definition of the I-novel helped to open the way for Kita's 

perplexed and bewildered "I" of his humorous essays, and even for humorous I-novels 

themselves.  

Possibly due to the fact that Kita's reading leaned so much to scientific works, he 

seems to have been otherwise little influenced in his style by the various literary 

movements that have developed or been popular in Japan. Some of Kita's early work did 

have a style very similar to that of Dazai Osamu,182 and Okuno has pointed out 

similarities in the sharp sensitivity and abundant imagination of Kita with that of 

Mishima Yukio,183 but most of the similarities end there. Kita himself has been reticent 

regarding his literary philosophy, usually just listing a few of his favorite works, such as 

Thomas Mann's Buddenbrooks, when asked about it.184 Given Kita's self-proclaimed 

simple, childlike view of things, it is possible that he has not seen the need to engage in 

the complicated effort of formulating such a philosophy, preferring merely to write, 

rather than to think about writing. 

Accordingly, Kita's technical mastery is often overlooked, though some of his work 

has been included in high school textbooks.185 He has an extremely sharp sense of form, 

and the reader is often drawn in by a rhythmical quality in his prose, possibly a remnant 

                                                 
180 Gessel, p. ix. 
181 Gessel, p. x. 
182 Okuno, p. 16. 
183 Okuno, p. 54. 
184 Shinoda Hitoshi, "Ririshizumu no gyappu kara," Kita Morio jisen tanpenshū (Tokyo: Yomiuri 
Shimbunsha, 1981), p. 188. 
185 Okuno, p. 34. 
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of his origins as a poet. In one of Kita's few explanations of the technical aspects of his 

work he said, "My prose is maintained by rhythm. Readers who don't read that sense of 

rhythm aren't my readers."186 Whether he is writing fiction, essays, or biography, his style 

is straightforward and familiar,187 making the highly educated, successful son of a 

wealthy, elite family accessible to readers of all backgrounds. Shinoda Hitoshi has 

pointed out that the return of a high degree of readability in Japanese fiction has been a 

recent development, and that Kita Morio stood at the front of the writers who were 

instrumental in it:188 

The meaning of each passage of [Kita Morio's writing] is always clear, and is 
extremely readable. If one follows along each word in the sentence, with no 
trouble at all a vivid image will be drawn, the scene will be laid out, the events 
will proceed on their own, and the thread of the story will be clearly drawn out. In 
other words, if you read it, you will understand it.189 
 

An important part of Kita's readability is his focus on the mundane, on thoughts, 

feelings, and experiences that are relevant to the average person. As has been mentioned, 

Kita has an staunch aversion to politics in real life, and the aversion extends to his writing 

as well. Though he has mentioned that he was patriotic during the war, and admits that he 

cried at Japan's defeat, such descriptions are merely the presentation of an event, not the 

promotion of a position. When he brings political issues or the government into his 

writing at all, it is never more than one of many frustrating obstacles to a smooth life that 

are thrown into Manbō's path; annoyance with high taxes is not based on a moral 

opposition to coercive and confiscatory government, but to the personal inconvenience 

                                                 
186 Okuno, p. 150. 
187 Tōmaru, p. 54. 
188 Shinoda, p. 190. 
189 Shinoda, pp. 189-190. 
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and irrationality of it. Though his apolitical, non-activist stance is not likely to endear 

Kita to Japan's predominantly left-wing critics, it provides a haven for readers who desire 

such an apolitical literary world as a refuge from the bombardment of both the politics of 

the nation as well as the politics of the office and the classroom. 

Not only does Kita avoid significant exploration of politics and the promotion of 

ideology, but he has also written little related to sex, another popular theme in modern 

Japanese literature. Kita does address the theme of sex somewhat from time to time, but 

has explained "I can't really write graphically about sex…[C]ompared to today's Japanese 

society, my writing [about sex] is very subdued."190 Consequently, such depictions are 

mild, straightforward, and essentially void of titillation. Whether it is political activism, 

sordid sexual escapades, or graphic violence, Kita remains distant from issues that are of 

little practical, daily importance or relevance to the average person, and that are, frankly, 

distasteful to many, preferring instead to focus on common human experience, without 

sensationalism, without relying on cheap thrills, and without raising a shrill voice, instead 

warmly and quietly gathering all readers into his world to share in the foibles and 

vicissitudes of mundane mortal life. 

As has been mentioned, one of the most prominent features of all of Kita's writing is 

his humor, an element found even in his early poetry.191 Kita does not view his humorous 

writing negatively or as something of less value than his more somber work, but has in 

fact stated clearly that he is more proud of it than anything else.192 The most well known 

                                                 
190 Okuno, p. 152. 
191 Okuno, p. 50. 
192 As cited in Furuya, p. 25. 
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of Kita's humor is of course the first-person autobiographical-style essays of the 

extensive, long-selling Manbō series. Kita's humor is static and passive, like a quiet 

murmur.193 It does not often result in loud guffaws or belly-laughs, but more frequently 

draws a faint smile, or the kind of laugh that is little more than a puff of air from the 

nostrils. In a sense, Kita resurrected Sōseki's refined and natural humor.194 Similar to the 

humor of James Thurber, it evokes "the inaudible, the enduring laugh" and a "special 

blend of laughter and melancholy."195 Because it is a quiet, subtle humor, it requires the 

reader to pay attention, and to allow himself to be drawn into the world that Kita creates. 

There is also a cumulative effect; the more of Kita's humor that one reads, the more 

familiar he becomes with that world and the Manbō persona, and the more able he is to 

experience its humor. 

Though the world of the Manbō series will be examined in detail in later chapters, a 

word or two regarding Kita's decision to use this method may be appropriate at this point. 

Taking Kita's well-known bashfulness into consideration, Furuya Kenzō has suggested 

that Kita is too shy to speak seriously about himself as in the I-novel that was so 

prevalent, so he utilizes the autobiographical essay format to make fun of himself 

instead.196 Likely referring to its slow movement as well as its strange, almost pitiful 

appearance, Rizawa suggests that gentleness and pathos are both expressed in the image 

                                                 
193 Okuno, p. 71. An interesting contrast is the humor of Endō Shūsaku, which Okuno describes as dynamic 
and active, as if he were talking away in a loud voice. 
194 Okuno, p. 90. 
195 Catherine McGehee Kenney, Thurber's Anatomy of Confusion (Hamden, Connecticut: Archon Books, 
1984), p. 15. 
196 Furuya, p. 26. 
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of the manbō, the giant sunfish.197 "At its foundation," Furuya writes, "Kita's humor is 

neither sarcastic nor filled with loud guffaws. It is solely aimed at himself, and is an 

operation of creating a caricature of that self."198 The shadow of sadness at being 

misunderstood often plays across Kita's humor, and Kita writes humorously of that 

sadness.199 Without creating such a caricature and taking a somewhat detached, objective 

stance, those feelings would be too vivid, and even the reader would be uncomfortable; 

thus, humor becomes necessary.200 It is to this element of Kita's work that we now turn, 

beginning in the next chapter with a general discussion of the workings of humor. 

                                                 
197 Rizawa, p. 50. 
198 Furuya, p. 26. 
199 Furuya, p. 26. 
200 Furuya, p. 26. 
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CHAPTER 2 THE DESCENDING GLOOM 

 

Explaining humor can be dangerous. Humor scholars frequently begin their studies of 

the subject rather timidly and apologetically, sometimes quoting E.B. White's assertion 

that "[h]umor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the things dies in the process and the 

innards are discouraging to any but the pure scientific mind."1 Joel Cohn warns that 

"comedy is more readily and gratifyingly experienced than defined or analyzed."2 Max 

Eastman began his own study of humor by writing  

I must warn you, reader, that it is not the purpose of this book to make you laugh. 
As you know, nothing kills the laugh quicker than to explain a joke. I intend to 
explain all jokes, and the proper and logical outcome will be, not only that you 
will not laugh now, but that you will never laugh again. So prepare for the 
descending gloom.3 
 

Regardless of such ominous warnings, and possibly at the risk of significant 

psychological—if not physical—injury, I boldly and unapologetically place my faith in 

Richard Tobias' observation that "it is possible to speak about comedy without beating 

the subject to death."4 It is hoped that the following exploration of the concept of humor 

and the subsequent application to the literature of Kita Morio will not only be interesting, 

but will actually enliven the frog. 

Before proceeding to lay out a framework for analysis, it is necessary to examine the 

nature of humor—why we find things funny. Most theories of humor in the past have 
                                                 
1 E.B. White and Katherine White, eds, A Subtreasury of American Humor (New York: Coward-McCann, 
1941), p. xvii. 
2 Cohn, p. xv. 
3 As cited in Murray S. Davis, What's So Funny? The Comic Conception of Culture and Society (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 3. 
4 Tobias, p. 17. Emphasis added. 



 
 

95 
 

tried to explain too much,5 and have intertwined laughter and humor, resulting in theories 

of humor that have really been theories of laughter, with humor as part of the mix. 

Accordingly, I will start with an overview of those theories, then extract the elements that 

are relevant to humor specifically.  

 

Theories of Laughter 

The three most frequently cited theories of laughter are Superiority Theory, Relief 

Theory, and Incongruity Theory. As John Morreall points out, each of these falls short of 

providing a comprehensive theory of why and when people laugh.6 Superiority Theory, 

developed chiefly by Aristotle and Hobbes, asserts that "laughter is an expression of a 

person's feelings of superiority over other people,"7 and that "comic subjects (comedians 

and their audience) produce or consume comedy to feel superior to comic objects."8 As 

an "outward manifestation of inner recognition of defeat and ignominy" in others, it can 

be viewed as "only one small step from the roar of triumph in actual battle."9 Though 

variations on the theory have appeared over the years (and centuries), essentially there 

has been little deviation from Hobbes's concept of the experience of "sudden glory" at the 

discovery of the inferiority of others.10 

                                                 
5 Davis, M., p. 6. 
6 John Morreall, Taking Laughter Seriously (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1983), p. 3. 
7 Morreall, 1983, p. 4. 
8 Davis, M. p. 316. 
9 Charles R. Gruner,  Understanding Laughter and the Workings of Wit & Humor (Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 
1978), p. 57. 
10 Norman N. Holland, Laughing: A Psychology of Humor (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1982), p. 
63. 
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An important deficiency in this theory is that it does not sufficiently take into account 

such things as laughter from tickling, or situations in which there is no reasonable cause 

to believe that a feeling of superiority is behind the laughter, humorous or not.11 For 

example, if I laugh at a funny sound, do I perceive an inferiority in the sound? If I laugh 

at my own mistake or appearance, do I feel superior to myself? A reasonable argument 

can be made that a sense of superiority can play a part in laughter and the perception of 

humor, but it takes some stretching to make it appear that it can account for all cases of 

such. 

Relief Theory, originating in the work of Sigmund Freud and Herbert Spencer, views 

laughter as the venting of nervous or psychic energy.12 In this process, mental excitation 

stimulated by the antecedent part of a humorous incongruity, and the expectation that the 

incongruity will continue and be resolved, is not matched by the subsequent development 

of the situation, and the individual is surprised by the insignificance of the end, resulting 

in a release of the built up energy.13 It is an experience of relief: "at a false alarm, at 

deceived expectation, at finding one need not expend a large effort of comprehension, or 

perhaps 'a reversal of what was right up till then the customary and expected.' The body, 

having prepared for action on the world, expends itself instead in action by or in the body 

itself."14 That action "by or in the body itself" is, of course, laughter. 

                                                 
11 Morreall, 1983, p. 14. 
12 Morreall, 1983, p. 20. 
13 Davis, M., p. 81. 
14 Holland, p. 43. 



 
 

97 
 

Relief Theory, however, does not offer a convincing explanation for cases in which 

there is no build up of tension or "psychic energy."15 As John Morreall points out, there 

are good reasons to doubt even the existence of such a release of "psychic energy,"16 a 

type of energy which itself is ultimately left without clear definition. To use the 

aforementioned example, what type of tension was built up if I am relaxing on the couch, 

suddenly hear a sound I perceive as funny, and laugh? In addition, what of cases in which 

built up tension is released without laughter? If I am in the woods and suddenly hear 

something crashing through the brush, I may become tense, fearing that a large bear is 

about to attack my camp, kill me, and make off with my beef jerky. When, again 

suddenly, I see that it is not a bear, but my cousin Billy who is large and clumsy and 

therefore makes quite a ruckus as he comes back from his hike, I will feel relief. I may 

laugh at my mistake, or from a release of the built up tension of my fear, but it is also 

highly possible that I will merely feel that relief and climb down from the tree in which I 

had found refuge, cursing myself for bringing Cousin Billy along. As with Superiority 

Theory, Relief Theory presents elements that can be and sometimes are part of the 

process leading to laughter, but it does not work as a comprehensive theory of either 

laughter or humor. 

Finally, Incongruity Theory, which finds its chief origins in Kant and Schopenhauer, 

presents humorous amusement as "an intellectual reaction to something that is 

unexpected, illogical, or inappropriate in some other way."17 From the kernel of Kant's 

                                                 
15 Morreall, 1983, p. 26. 
16 Morreall, 1983, p. 36.  
17 Morreall, 1983, p. 15. 
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assertion that "laughter is an affection arising from the sudden transformation of a 

strained expectation into nothing" (differing from Relief Theory in that there is no 

"psychic energy" released, and no build up of tension is required) has come "the most 

influential theory of humor in cognitive psychology today."18 Charles Gruner describes 

an incongruity as "associating two generally accepted incompatibles; it is the lack of a 

rational relation of objects, people, or ideas to each other or to the environment."19 It has 

been said that "[h]umor is discovery."20 Accordingly, we may laugh when we "discover 

an unexpected likeness between things that otherwise seem unlike,"21 or we may laugh at 

"the incongruity between an intellectual contradiction and an emotional reaction to it."22 

In other words, some element that is present does not fit the context of our expectations, 

and our reaction is laughter. 

Each of these theories addresses humorous laughter to differing degrees. As 

mentioned, a weakness of these theories as theories of humor is that they are often used 

both as theories of laughter and as theories of humor, not always differentiating between 

the two. The fundamental problem in such cases is that laughter is not always connected 

to humor, and that humor does not always result in laughter. Further, the causes of 

laughter can be physical, psychological, or a combination. (Robert Benchley once 

suggested that "laughter is really caused by a small tropical fly carried from Central 

America to Spain by Columbus's men, 'returning to America, on a visit, in 1667, on a 

                                                 
18 Davis, M., p. 12. 
19 Gruner, p. 5. 
20 Nakamura, p. 102. 
21 Holland, p. 21. 
22 Holland, p. 22. 
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man named George Altschuh.'"23) Laughter is clearly "a piece of behavior and not an 

emotion," though laughter may, of course, result from the experience of certain 

emotions.24 Ultimately, laughter is merely one of many possible physical reactions to a 

variety of stimuli, including humor. 

 

Incongruity and Humor 

The chief focus of Superiority Theory and Relief Theory is on explaining laughter, 

and in the process incorrectly presents those explanations as explanations of humor as 

well. Incongruity Theory also makes a similar error, though it conflates laughter and 

humor to a lesser degree, and with the emphasis shifted toward explanation of humor. 

Considering these problems, the first step in defining humor and clarifying its process, 

and in the present case, in establishing a framework that will be of assistance in my 

analysis of humorous literature, is to separate theories of laughter from theories of humor 

(though there are, of course, areas of overlap). Because of its emphasis on the humor 

process in particular, Incongruity Theory seems to be the best starting point for 

development of an approach. 25 Though it has weaknesses as a comprehensive theory of 

                                                 
23 Yates, 1968, p. 83. 
24 Morreall, 1983, p. 3. 
25 It may be appropriate here to point out that attempts have been made to refute the various incarnations of 

Incongruity Theory (and theories of humor based on them), the most detailed perhaps being that by 
Robert L. Latta in his book The Basic Humor Process (Mouton de Gruyter, 1999). One of the major 
flaws in Latta’s argument is his excessive focus on criticizing the use of the word “incongruity” to 
describe the disruption, betrayal, or overturning of expectations or accepted normalcy without actually 
refuting the role such disruption, etc., plays in humor. For example, on page 65 he argues that in a certain 
joke an action is silly, but not incongruous. Here he seems to ignore the obvious argument that something 
is silly because it is incongruous with the context or expectations. Another major flaw in Latta’s 
argument is that, while much of his theory is based on the idea that laughter is a necessary part of the 
humor process, he neglects to make it clear what specifically it is that causes that laughter--why we find 
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laughter, as Morreall has pointed out, "[a]s long as we are considering only cases of 

humorous laughter, the theory works well."26  

In general, a humor-inducing incongruity can be anything that disrupts our 

expectations. "By replacing only one congruous element with an incongruous element," 

Murray Davis points out, "humor can disintegrate an expectation system. The humorous 

incongruity disorders what had been ordered, breaking open the frame and scattering its 

elements."27 The expectation system and the element that disrupts it can involve visible, 

tangible objects, such as a football field and a watermelon. Spectators at a football game 

expect the quarterback to take the snap and fade back to pass an inflated, leather football. 

If, instead, the quarterback lobs a deep out to the receiver using a watermelon, even the 

most unathletic viewer would perceive it as incongruous. 

The system and disrupting elements can also be confined wholly to intangible things 

such as words, the names of numbers in the English language, for example. As part of 

one comedy routine, Japanese comedian Jimmy Ōnishi recites the numbers one through 

one hundred in English. He does fine until he reaches twenty, for which he says "ten ten." 

He continues with "ten ten one," "ten ten two," and so on in that manner until he reaches 

one hundred, which becomes "ten ten ten ten ten ten ten ten ten ten." (Ōnishi adds to the 

incongruity by counting on his fingers like a child to make sure that he gets ten tens.)28 

                                                                                                                                                 
things funny and then laugh--thus rendering his explanation of the humor process void of any explanation 
of humor. 

26 Morreall, 1983, p. 18. 
27 Davis, M., p. 13. 
28 Dauntaun no gaki no tsukai yaarahende!! 8, DVD. Yoshimoto RandC Co., Ltd., 2006. 
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In general, there are two aspects of humorous incongruity, "incongruity in things" and 

"incongruity in presentation,"29 regardless of whether the disorder caused by the 

incongruity is linguistic, logical, anthropological, or social.30 Incongruity in things would 

include such examples as the aforementioned deep out with a watermelon. It is frequently 

found in a deficiency in an object or person. Morreall divides these into four categories: 

1) physical deformity, underdevelopment, or weakness, 2) ignorance or stupidity, 3) 

moral shortcomings, and 4) actions that fail.31 Incongruity in presentation, on the other 

hand, is not focused on a specific object being incongruous to its context, but on an 

incongruity found in the actual presentation. One example is the famous "swordfish" 

scene from the 1932 Marx Brothers film Horse Feathers, which includes the following 

exchange between Chico and Groucho Marx. 

Baravelli (Chico): Who are you? 
Wagstaff (Groucho): I'm fine, thanks. Who are you?32 
 

Groucho's reply is incongruous with Chico's question, in that it appears that he has 

misunderstood the question as being "How are you?" and replies accordingly. The 

incongruity (and consequently the humor) is increased when Groucho overturns the 

initial incongruity by continuing the reply with the same question he had been asked, 

transforming the humorous misunderstanding into a humorous defiance of common sense. 

Murray Davis explains that "incongruity is a relational concept: Nothing can be 

incongruous in itself but only by standing out phenomenologically from an otherwise 

                                                 
29 Morreall, 1983, p. 62. 
30 Davis, M., p. 31. 
31 Morreall, 1983, p. 64. 
32 Horse Feathers, Dir. Norman Z. McLeod, 1932, DVD, Universal Studios, 1998. 
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congruous system."33 In other words, there must be a context that is disrupted by some 

element: "[W]hat a person finds incongruous depends on what he finds congruous, 

and...the latter is built up in his experience."34 Perceived congruity and the consequent 

perceived incongruity are therefore context-bound, determined by the expectations 

engendered by the individual's personality, knowledge, customs, experiences, values, 

intelligence, physical ability to perceive, etc. One implication of this is that Incongruity 

Theory is very "portable." It can be applied to any society or culture, whether it be that of 

a national state or that of a single family. 

At first it may seem that it would follow that the greater the incongruity the greater 

the humor, but this is not necessarily so. Because "incongruity is a relational concept," 

the relationship with the system perceived as "normal" must be maintained for the 

incongruity to exist as an incongruity. Murray Davis writes: "[H]ow funny we find an 

attempt at humor depends in part on the quantity and quality of its incongruities as well 

as on our familiarity with and commitment to the expectation system to which they are 

incongruent."35 If we do not understand the base system, we are hindered in our 

perception of an incongruity. This is one reason that the humor of foreign societies is 

often found unfunny; we do not understand the norms and expectations of the society that 

is the context for the humor. Even within a single society, "expectations are still so 

various that not everything is funny to everyone."36 

                                                 
33 Davis, M., p. 13. 
34 Morreall, 1983, p. 62. 
35 Davis, M., p. 16. 
36 Davis, M., p. 29. 
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Furthermore, something removed from the "normal" context to an extreme degree in 

the mind of the perceiver may not be perceived as incongruous, but rather as being a new, 

unrelated context in itself. This can be fatal in the case of humor. Because "the 

incongruity of humor works only by contrast with the ordinary patterns of reality,"37 the 

incongruity must not be so bizarre as to prevent the perceiver from holding both images 

in his mind simultaneously. A narrative "which does not try to be completely wacky, but 

which stays pretty close to reality and builds its incongruities on plausible events, can be 

amusing from beginning to end; by preserving our sense of reality and our ordinary 

expectations, it can jolt us with incongruities again and again."38 Once it is too far 

removed from reality, however, it is not funny, but merely strange. 

The incongruous circumstances must also contain "a congruous element that connects 

two opposing expectation systems or frames."39 Though congruous, the element is also 

ambiguous, providing the ability for the mind to pivot around that point and move in a 

direction that differs from the expected continuation.40 This pivot point makes the 

transition from the expectation to the perception of the unexpected possible. The 

ambiguity of the element enables the mind of the perceiver to shift quickly between 

meanings of a word used in a pun, for example, from a meaning that is congruous with 

the initially perceived context, to a meaning that is incongruous and unexpected, and 

which suddenly takes the mind of the perceiver to a different context. As a high school 

student, I once got a friend to laugh by repeatedly pretending to catch one of my feet on 

                                                 
37 Morreall, 1983, p. 83. 
38 Morreall, 1983, p. 83. 
39 Davis, M., p. 16. 
40 Davis, M., p. 18. 
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the back of the other leg while I stumbled around a large picture of the earth on the floor 

of a terminal building at Salt Lake City International Airport while exclaiming "I'm 

taking a trip around the world!" The word "trip" meaning "journey" was congruous in the 

context of traveling around the world, as was the word "trip" meaning "to stumble" in the 

context of my slapstick action. Each was also incongruous, at least to a certain extent, in 

the other context. The word did, however, create a link that was appropriate in some way 

in each context, making it possible to move between them. 

Like Superiority Theory, Incongruity Theory does not take into account physiological 

causes of laughter, such as tickling or diseases such as kuru,41 but because the issue here 

is the Incongruity Theory of humor, rather than the Incongruity Theory of laughter, this 

poses no problem. However, a problem that does present itself is the fact that most 

versions of the theory neglect to explain the many cases in which a perceived incongruity 

does not result in humor. It is clear that the mere perception of an incongruity is not 

sufficient for the experience of humor. Say that I found my wallet on the floor in my 

bedroom. I did not notice that it fell when I placed it on my dresser, and therefore did not 

expect it to be on the floor. Generally, wallets are items that are found in pockets, on 

dressers, in the glove compartment of the car, in an envelope of personal belongings 

while I am being processed at the police station, or some other such place, but not on the 

                                                 
41 According to the official Kuru Information Page of the National Institute of Neurological Disorders and 
Stroke (http://www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/kuru/kuru.htm), kuru is "a rare and fatal brain disorder that 
occurred at epidemic levels during the 1950s-60s among the Fore people in the highlands of New Guinea. 
The disease was the result of the practice of ritualistic cannibalism among the Fore, in which relatives 
prepared and consumed the tissues (including brain) of deceased family members."  The loss of bodily 
control resulting from this disorder sometimes causes outbursts of laughter in the sufferer.  
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floor. I would likely find it incongruous that my wallet was out of its normal location. I 

may find it surprising or annoying; I would not, however, find it funny. 

Now take the case of an actual occurrence. Many years ago I returned home one 

evening just after dusk. When I got out of my car and opened the garage door I found a 

very large Gila monster in the middle of the garage. Though the house was in a desert 

region, I did not expect to find an enormous, multicolored lizard in my garage, since the 

house was in a heavily populated residential area. In other words, the presence of the 

lizard was incongruous to my expectations, and to my perception of what was supposed 

to be found inside my garage (or any garage, for that matter). I was surprised, and when it 

began to walk toward me, reptilian malevolence darkly gleaming from its piercing black 

eyes, perhaps even a bit frightened, but I did not at the time find it humorous. As John 

Morreall has pointed out, "[i]ncongruity may well be involved in all humor,"42 but not all 

incongruity results in humor. If one examines a wide range of humor situations, it 

becomes evident that they all involve an incongruity, a disruption of our expectations, 

etc., to a certain degree, but it is equally clear that incongruity alone is insufficient to 

induce laughter or a perception of humor.  

So, what else is required for the perception of an incongruity to become a perception 

of humor? John Morreall provides part of the answer when he writes that "the essence of 

humor lies in the enjoyment of incongruity."43 A belief that a certain incongruity will 

somehow harm me, for example, directly or indirectly, would likely prevent the 

enjoyment of the incongruity, and may instead result in fear. I would not find the 

                                                 
42 Morreall, 1983, p. 19. 
43 Morreall, 1983, p. 47. Emphasis added. 
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situation funny, because I would not be enjoying the incongruity. It follows, then, that in 

general, effective humor is humor which helps the audience (of whatever type) perceive 

and enjoy the incongruities that are presented. This also implies that individuals who are 

the most comfortable with and accepting of incongruity are those who will enjoy humor 

the most. The ability to live peacefully with incongruity varies according to the individual, 

and may be part of the reason that some people seem to have a highly developed sense of 

humor while others seem to be stricken with an attack of dysphoria any time an associate 

waxes droll. 

Morreall further develops Incongruity Theory to establish his own theory that 

"laughter results from a pleasant psychological shift,"44 which in the case of laughter at 

humor involves the perception and enjoyment of an incongruity. Morreall asserts that 

there are three general features of such laughter situations: 1) there is a change of 

psychological state that the laugher undergoes, 2) the change must be sudden, and 3) the 

psychological shift is pleasant.45 Though Morreall's theory is certainly a step toward a 

comprehensive theory of humorous laughter, in addition to the continued conflation of 

humor and laughter, it is somewhat handicapped by its requirement that the change be 

sudden, in other words, that there be an element of surprise at the discovery of an 

incongruity. While surprise is clearly an element in many laughter or humor situations, it 

does not seem to be a requirement in the case of the perception of humor in simple jokes, 

images, words, etc., which may evoke a humor response in an individual even after that 

individual has had an extensive amount of exposure to them. Granted, in the case of a 

                                                 
44 Morreall, 1983, p. 39. 
45 Morreall, 1983, pp. 38-39. 
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complex comic scene in a movie, for example, the complexity may provide new 

discoveries each time the scene is viewed, providing a sense of "surprise." But there are 

also cases in which the same simple sight gag or verbal exchange, for example, is 

enjoyed repeatedly, even though the observer knows exactly what is going to happen. In 

addition, there are cases in which the mere anticipation of a certain action or piece of 

dialog that is familiar to the audience will result in the perception of humor. This would 

also include cases in which a joke teller begins laughing even before he or she gets to the 

punch line of the joke. 

The most helpful addition to Incongruity Theory provided by Morreall is the 

observation that humorous laughter (and the perception of something as funny) results 

from some type of pleasant psychological shift. However, not every pleasant 

psychological shift results in a perception of humor. The transition from a sense of fear to 

a sense of relief is a pleasant psychological shift, but as pointed out from the 

aforementioned example of Cousin Billy and the bear, it is not necessarily a pleasant 

psychological shift that would be categorized as humor. What type of pleasant 

psychological shift is involved in humor, then? 

 

Farber's Framework 

Jerry Farber supplements Morreall's version of Incongruity Theory, answering this 

question regarding the nature of the "pleasant psychological shift" that is required for a 

humor experience—the creation of a humor event (the combination of a potentially 

humorous situation and the perception of that situation as humorous)—and at the same 
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time provides a useful framework for the analysis of humor. Farber breaks the elements 

of the process of a humor event into four areas as follows.46 

A: A social norm, something socially valorized, an expected situation or 

circumstances 

B: Something that tends in some way to counter, undermine, defy, or 

circumvent A; fulfills [b] temporarily when perceived in a playful manner 

[a]: A psychological reaction to our perception of A that becomes an 

internalized constraint or obstacle to the fulfillment of a strong need or 

inclination [b] 

[b]: A strong need or inclination in opposition to or in conflict with [a] 

A and B are situations or events that exist or occur outside the individual. A is "typically 

closer of the two to a social norm or to something that has been socially valorized," while 

B "tends in some way to counter or undermine or defy or circumvent the A."47 The 

elements [a] and [b], however, are psychological elements: situations or events that exist 

or occur inside the individual.  

The linking of A and B 

may bring about a particular kind of event within the perceiver, which, when it 
happens, is what enables us to say that something is funny. The external A and B 
correspond to and evoke an internal [a] and [b], which can be any one of a 
number of well-established pairs of psychological counterpositions in the 
perceiver...[T]he B in the situation corresponds to a strong need or inclination [b], 
while the A corresponds to and is in compliance with an internalized constraint or 
obstacle [a] that opposes the [b]. The favoring of the B in the humorous situation 
(or what the perceiver may choose to regard as a favoring of the B), causes a 

                                                 
46 The assignment of letters to each element follows Farber's original designation. 
47 Jerry Farber, "Toward a Theoretical Framework for the Study of Humor in Literature and the Other 
Arts," Journal of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 42, No. 4 (Winter 2007), p. 69. 
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reward-inducing shift—often sudden and usually short-lived—in the relative 
status of the two counterpositions.48 
 

In other words, condition A, a social norm, expectation, etc., exists outside the perceiver. 

Condition [b], a strong need or inclination, exists inside the perceiver. The perceiver 

reacts psychologically to condition A with internal condition [a], which is in conflict with 

[b]. Some event B, which counters, disrupts, or overturns A, occurs outside the perceiver. 

Perception of B in a playful manner temporarily satisfies need or inclination [b]. The 

pleasure derived from that playful satisfaction of [b] is the experience of humor. 

I will use a simple example, the aforementioned exchange between Chico and 

Groucho Marx, to illustrate the fundamental operation of Farber's framework. As has 

been mentioned, this particular example contains two related humor events. Here, again, 

is the relevant part of that exchange. 

Baravelli (Chico): Who are you? 
Wagstaff (Groucho): I'm fine, thanks. Who are you? 
 
 

Humor event 1 
A: A social norm that demands that the correct response to the question "Who 

are you?" is for the questioned individual to give his name or some other 

information identifying himself 

B: The response "I'm fine, thanks," a reply that appears to result from a 

misunderstanding or mishearing of the question as "How are you?" 

                                                 
48 Farber, p. 69. 
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[a]: The expectation of the audience that the demand of the social norm will be 

fulfilled, and the feeling of inferiority and alienation resulting from the 

realization that each has at one time or another failed to meet expectation 

[b]: A desire to be free from the externally imposed requirement to respond in a 

certain way to a certain question and the desire to avoid a feeling of 

inferiority and alienation 

Because it is the norm in modern American society (A), the audience is bound by 

logic to expect that Wagstaff's response to the question "Who are you?" will be for 

Wagstaff to hear and understand the question correctly and identify himself as Wagstaff 

([a]). Each individual member of the audience has also likely had the experience of 

mishearing or misunderstanding, or of otherwise failing to fulfill that or another norm 

([a]). The audience has a desire, however slight, to be free from externally imposed 

constraints, including the requirement to answer "properly" or "correctly" to an inquiry 

([b]), as well as the desire to be free from the feeling of inferiority or alienation because 

of the aforementioned failings ([b]). Hearing the unexpected/incorrect response "I'm fine, 

thanks" (B), the audience vicariously and temporarily defies the social norms, and at the 

same time is able to feel a type of camaraderie with Wagstaff, who is perceived as having 

made the type of mistake that the members of the audience have also made. The audience 

perceives this in a playful manner, and the situation is seen as being funny. 

 

Humor event 2 
A: The perception that Wagstaff has misunderstood the question as "How are 

you?" and unintentionally answered inappropriately/incorrectly, as well as 
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the social norm that demands that when an individual has been asked the 

question "How are you?" (or believes that he has been asked that question), 

and has subsequently replied "I'm fine, thanks," he will ask "How are you?" 

in return 

B: The question "Who are you?" a reply that appears to indicate that Wagstaff 

has neither misheard nor misunderstood the question, but is either teasing 

Baravelli or intentionally transgressing logic and other social norms or 

expectations 

[a]: The expectation of the audience that the demand of the social norm will be 

fulfilled and that each individual will be rational 

[b]: A desire to be free from the externally imposed requirement to respond in a 

certain way to a certain question or to be rational 

In modern American society, it is the norm to respond to the question "How are you?" 

with an answer such as the one Wagstaff gave ("I'm fine, thanks") then to ask the same 

question in return as a matter of courtesy (A). Accordingly, before Wagstaff delivers the 

second half of his response, the audience believes that he has misunderstood Baravelli's 

question as "How are you?" (A) and is bound by logic to expect that Wagstaff will ask 

Baravelli "How are you?" as well ([a]). As with the first humor event in this exchange, 

the audience has some degree of desire to be free from externally imposed constraints, in 

this case the demands of logic ([b]). When Wagstaff repeats Baravelli's original question 

correctly (B), the audience perceives that he has either made another mistake, or more 

likely, that he has intentionally transgressed the expected, logical sequence of the 
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dialogue. Continuing to participate vicariously in the dialogue, the audience is thereby 

freed temporarily from adherence to logic. The audience perceives this in a playful 

manner, and the situation is seen as being funny. 

Fundamentally, condition A exists outside the perceiver. However, it is also true that 

it "is not merely depicted for us…we ourselves help to supply it out of our own 

experience."49 The entire context of which A is a part is created when the physical 

conditions around us are combined with our interpretation of those conditions, of societal 

expectations, and of our own expectations. No situation or thing or event is funny in and 

of itself. The role of the perceiver is required, and that role begins with the construction 

of a perception of A as well as the overall context in which A exists. An incomplete or 

incorrect comprehension of A makes it difficult or even impossible to recognize the 

required incongruity between A and B, preventing the enjoyment of such incongruity, 

thereby preventing the realization of a humor event. On the other hand, "the more we are 

able to recognize the A behind the B…the funnier [the attempt at humor] is likely to 

be."50 Our psychological reaction to A (our [a]) will be more clearly defined and felt, 

placing it in greater opposition to [b], and therefore more susceptible to satisfaction by a 

B that is also strengthened by a clear understanding of A.51 

                                                 
49 Farber, pp. 73-74. 
50 Farber, p. 74. 
51 Though not discussed in detail here, the problem of Morreall’s requirement for the element of surprise is 
also solved in Farber's framework, by the simple fact that Farber's mechanics of humor do not require it. 
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It is important to note that the disruption of A is not the permanent elimination of A. 

Farber states that "within the perceiver, a need temporarily succeeds, not in eliminating, 

but in defying the restriction that governs it."52 Further, 

in a humorous situation, what happens to A is not that it is eliminated, not that it 
is replaced by the B, but that it is in some way successfully opposed by the B: 
undermined or circumvented or defied or contradicted. What makes humor work 
is the temporarily altered relative status of the two counterpositions in the 
perceiver, and for this it is essential that, in the humorous situation, the A must 
somehow remain in place so that, in the perceiver, the restrictive or blocking 
counterposition continues to be evoked.53 
 

The tension between A and B and between [a] and [b], the placement of an obstacle to the 

satisfaction of our need or inclination alongside the event that overturns it, is required for 

humor to succeed and continue. In addition, when we experience humor, the context in 

which it is experienced, such as the social norms or expectations or common sense, 

continues to exist even after the laughter fades away. The subjugation of A is always 

temporary. Another situation may develop in which A is permanently eliminated, but its 

permanent elimination would mean that the humor event has ended. 

One implication of this (an implication directly related to the analysis to be given in 

subsequent chapters) is that humor allows the perceiver to deal with an unpleasant reality 

that cannot, or cannot readily, be changed. (Note here that what is being discussed is the 

experience of the perceiver of humor, not the creator of humor, the comedian, humorist, 

etc. Other elements must be considered when examining the experience of the comic that 

are not related to the present study.) Our enjoyment of the incongruity, the pleasant 

psychological experience we have, is located firmly within the context of a situation that 

                                                 
52 Farber, p. 70. 
53 Farber, pp. 69-70. 
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we do not like, and that we wish were different. In fact, as has been mentioned, without 

that unpleasant reality as the context, it would be impossible for us to have the pleasant 

experience of humor. 

 

Serious Humor 

Comedy and tragedy are often set up as dichotomous, even mutually exclusive. 

Obviously comedy and tragedy are not the same, so how are they different? And what do 

the differences tell us about humor? As John Morreall points out, the ancient Greeks, 

Shakespeare, and other dramatists "realized that comedy is not 'time out' from the world; 

rather it provides another perspective on the world, a perspective no less true than the 

tragic perspective."54 Both tragedy and comedy are responses to the incongruities of life, 

with the difference being that comedy "embodies the…response of not getting overly 

concerned."55 Comedy and tragedy can address the same issues and can both end in 

unpleasant circumstances for the protagonist: "Comedy and tragedy do not predict 

different futures for their characters…or for the human race. They are based not on 

different kinds of events, but on different attitudes towards those same events. They 

embody different visions of the human condition."56  

The words "serious" and "humorous" are "often used as antonyms, but this is a habit 

that obscures rather than clarifies our understanding of comedy." A humorist is often 

funny "for the same reasons that he is a serious artist—because he probes the foibles and 

                                                 
54 John Morreall, Comedy, Tragedy, and Religion (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), p. 3. 
55 Morreall, 1999, p. 5. 
56 Morreall, 1999, p. 19. 
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failures of human experience with delicacy and insight."57 Morreall has suggested that, in 

contrast to tragic characters, comic characters 

tend to keep an unemotional clearheadedness even in extreme situations. 
Confronted by misfortune, they do not sink into self-pity or shake their fists at the 
sky—futile responses that at best would make them feel good for a moment. They 
think rather than feel their way through the problem, engaging their imagination 
and ingenuity instead of their emotions. They are adaptable, surviving by their 
wits and their wit…This emotional disengagement gives comic characters 
perspective and objectivity in handling problems, allowing them to laugh amid 
misfortune—something tragic heroes never do.58  
 

Naturally, the comic protagonist himself is often less than unemotional, and frequently as 

far from clearheadedness as can be imagined. Morreall's observation, then, may actually 

be more applicable to the reader or audience of comedy than to the characters within the 

comedy itself. The disengagement that allows "perspective and objectivity in handling 

problems" is not so much found in the protagonist as in the observer of the protagonist's 

comic antics. 

Humor itself can be regarded as serious. As Farber has pointed out, "humor, which by 

its nature tends to seek out and reveal incongruities, is a divided way of seeing that can be 

as shallow or as deep as the vision of the artist who employs it,"59 or, for that matter, of 

the audience who perceives it. Humor often deals with "the extremes of human 

experience," and just like life, "laughter and tears, hope and despair, chaos and order 

touch in terrible tension."60 Even death can be viewed with a type of humor. In The 

Laughter of the Oppressed (2007), Jacqueline Bussie discusses the protagonist of Endō 

Shūsaku's novel Silence (1966). In the story, Sebastião Rodrigues, a Catholic missionary 
                                                 
57 Kenney, p. 3. 
58 Morreall, 1999, p. 26. 
59 Farber, p. 84. 
60 Kenney, p. 4. 
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to early seventeenth-century Japan, is faced with the reality of the violent oppression and 

persecution faced by Christians at the hands of the Japanese government. Though he 

arrives in Japan full of energy and dreams of glorious success, circumstances are much 

harsher than he had imagined, and he eventually finds even his own life in danger. At a 

certain point, "Rodrigues laughs because martyrdom in reality is a harsh and dreadful 

thing compared to the martyrdom in his priestly dreams of grandeur…He suddenly 

apprehends the incongruity between his conception of martyrdom, and the concrete 

reality of martyrdom."61 The issues addressed by humor—the "foibles and failures of 

human experience"—are the same as those addressed by "serious" art; it is only in the 

answers that we sometimes find differences. 

In some cases, the answers provided by a humorous approach to the difficult 

experiences of life may even be more conducive to a productive future than a more 

lugubrious approach. In a tragedy, the protagonist's response to a devastating, 

unchangeable setback may be suicide. In a comedy, it is more likely to be a bit of flailing 

about followed by a shoulder shrug, then getting on with life.62 This does not mean that 

the humorous view requires the individual to ignore the realities of life. Quite the 

opposite. The humorist "must have a solid grasp of reality in its manifold patterns."63 

(This is the A of our framework.) However, he must at the same time "be constantly 

                                                 
61 Jacqueline A. Bussie, The Laughter of the Oppressed (New York: T & T Clark International, 2007), p. 85. 
62 It must be kept in mind that there may be a significant difference in the experience of the creator of the 
potentially humorous situation (the comedian, the humorist, etc.), of the protagonist of a humorous account, 
and the perceiver of a potentially humorous situation. For example, there is no lack of comedians whose 
dysfunction and inability to deal with living seem to suggest that their "comic view" has done little to help 
them cope. 
63 Morreall, 1983, p. 84. 



 
 

117 
 

looking at things from new and unusual perspectives"64 (including the playful perception 

of B). This is a requirement to which the perceiver of the potentially humorous situation 

must adhere as well. Humor "doesn't require any new information; it requires only a new 

way of looking at things which everyone may already know about."65 Most comic 

theorists today do not "regard the objective world as intrinsically funny but as somehow 

made funny by its human observers."66 The observed thing or event is not funny without 

the humorous observer. In comedy, the center of attention "moves from what the author 

sees to his way of seeing things."67 

One striking characteristic of humor is its nature as an intellectual rather than an 

emotional act. Emotions can, of course, be a response to the perception of humor, but 

because emotions are responses to stimuli rather than tools of cognition, they are not part 

of the humor process itself. "[H]umour is different from pathos in that it derives wholly 

from the mindset…[H]umour is a matter of individual perception,"68 and that perception 

comes from the worldview, values, and intellectual skills that reside in the mind. The 

pleasant sensation obtained when a humor event is perceived can be an experience of 

emotion, but the process of the humor event itself is not. 

Another important aspect of the intellectual nature of humor is that it is an active, 

rather than a passive, behavior. This claim may seem odd on the surface, considering 

what has been mentioned about humor being a method of accepting and dealing with 

unchangeable reality. It makes sense, however, when we remember that humor is 
                                                 
64 Morreall, 1983, p. 84. 
65 Morreall, 1983, p. 117. 
66 Davis, M., p. 11. 
67 Cohn, p. 189. 
68 Wells, p. 71. 
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intellectual behavior, an act committed wholly in the mind. Though there may be a 

considerable amount of physical passivity, the humorous mind is active and aggressive: 

Humor strives to make the world subservient to the mind; indeed, the humorist 
strives to assert that his humor, his mind, is the measure or center of reality, that 
humorous consciousness is what finally matters. In humor, tone is all-important: 
for something to be seen as comic, it must first be remade, dipped and coated in 
humorous thought. For something to be funny, it must enter the humorous world 
of the humorous mind.69 
 

What goes for the humorist in this case also goes for the humorist's reader: If that world 

ceases to function, the humor "collapses into the banality of ordinary existence."70 

Continued effort is required to maintain that world, and to maintain the resulting 

interpretation of life. 

 

Playful Perception 

There is a key component to success in this, one which has already been mentioned a 

number of times: "Unlike the tragic view, the comic view treats most events in life as 

nonserious—as not calling for our solemn, narrowly focused, resolute attention. It sees 

playfulness as appropriate in many or most situations."71 The elements for humor may 

exist at any time, but they are not perceived as funny until the perceiver takes a playful 

view of them. If a less playful or non-playful view of those same elements is taken, the 

situation may be perceived as tragic rather than comic. This means that, theoretically, any 

situation can be perceived as humorous, though there are certainly those that are unlikely 

                                                 
69 Don Florence, Persona and Humor in Mark Twain's Early Writings (Columbia, Missouri: University of 
Missouri Press, 1995), pp. 15-16. 
70 Florence, p. 16. 
71 Morreall, 1999, p. 32. 
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to be perceived so. A situation may be playful because we "need not fear for ourselves"72 

or "because we do not feel fear for another."73 If I see my young child fall from the upper 

branch of a tree, for example, it is not likely that I will perceive the situation as humorous. 

Even if I took a generally comic view of the world, my concern for the well-being of the 

child would have more force than the playfulness with which I normally approach the 

vicissitudes of life, and cause me to take the situation seriously. If my child is unharmed 

in the fall, and I have confirmed this and comforted my child, the playful view may return, 

and in retrospect, I may find the event funny, but until then, I would be unable to take the 

comic view. Put simply, "[w]e feel the comic only in playful situations, not in those we 

take seriously."74 The situation itself may be "serious" (in the sense of being something 

that is often taken seriously, for example; "serious" is ultimately subjective), but to view 

it as humorous, the individual must perceive that at least in a certain aspect, it does not 

have to be taken seriously. Furthermore, an intellectual understanding of serious 

characteristics of a situation does not necessarily result in a corresponding emotional 

reaction. 

It must be understood here that "playful" in this context refers to something more 

specific than the expression as it is commonly used. Playful in the sense used in relation 

to humor is a trait that is characteristic of activity in what can be referred to as the "play 

mode." The play mode "facilitates the shift in the relative status of the two psychological 

counterpositions" that have been suggested by Farber.75 It "allows us—to some extent at 

                                                 
72 Holland, p. 30. 
73 Holland, p. 31. 
74 Holland, p. 30. 
75 Farber, p. 69. 
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least—to suspend a more realistic assessment, thus allowing the internal [b] its 

ascendance over the opposing [a], even if this ascendance is achieved by means that 

might not, as we say, 'hold up in court.'"76 One of the criteria for play suggested by 

Norman Holland in his book Laughing: A Psychology of Humor is isolation. The logic of 

the play, the game, or the joke applies only to that situation and therefore need not be 

applied realistically.77 As discussed, external condition A is not permanently eliminated 

by incident B, but is temporarily disrupted, defied, or overturned. The humorous effect of 

the counterpositioning of A and B—the satisfaction of strong need or inclination [b] 

which is counterpositioned with internal condition [a]—occurs inside the mind of the 

perceiver, inside a playful mindset. What makes sense there may not make sense or be 

realistic in the world outside the mind, or in a different mindset, but it does not need to. 

Play is "a stepping out of the 'real' life into a temporary sphere of activity with a 

disposition all of its own,"78 and is "distinct from 'ordinary' life both as to locality and 

duration…It is 'played out' within certain limits of time and place."79 The disrupting 

incongruity B needs only to retain some type of connection to the outside world in order 

to maintain the connection with the context provided by real-world circumstances A. As 

has been mentioned, if it is completely removed from that context, it may become a new 

context in itself. 

                                                 
76 Farber, p. 69. 
77 Holland, p. 31. 
78 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1950), p. 
8. 
79 Huizinga, p. 9. 
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All play is a voluntary activity that has a quality of freedom that "marks itself off 

from the course of the natural process."80 In this process, the player "wants something to 

'go,' to 'come off'; he wants to 'succeed' by his own exertions."81 In addition, play creates 

order. The "impulse to create orderly form…animates play in all its aspects."82 Ultimately, 

"[p]lay only becomes possible, thinkable and understandable when an influx of mind 

breaks down the absolute determinism of the cosmos,"83 when we decide how we will 

interpret and respond to life. In short, the desire to engage in such play is, at least in part, 

the desire for self-determination, the urge to employ one's agency in defiance of some 

condition that is viewed as restrictive or oppressive. The individual desires the freedom to 

order his life as he sees fit. This seems to be the most frequent type of [b] found in humor 

events. 

Though more directly relevant to laughter in general (of which humorous laughter is 

only one type), Mikhail Bakhtin's view of the concept of "carnival" addresses this idea of 

freedom or a release from restrictions as well. In earlier times, the carnival provided 

"temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and from the established order; it marked 

the suspension of all hierarchical ranks, privileges, norms, and prohibitions."84 Note that, 

as in Farber's framework, it is the "suspension," rather than the elimination of those 

restrictive elements. The carnivalesque functions 

to consecrate inventive freedom, to permit the combination of a variety of 
different elements and their rapprochement, to liberate from the prevailing point 

                                                 
80 Huizinga, p. 7. 
81 Huizinga, pp. 10-11. 
82 Huizinga, p. 10. 
83 Huizinga, p. 3. 
84 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington, IL: Indiana University 
Press, 1984), p. 10. 
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of view of the world, from conventions and established truths, from clichés, from 
all that is humdrum and universally accepted. This carnival spirit offers the 
chance to have a new outlook on the world, to realize the relative nature of all that 
exists, and to enter a completely new order of things.85 

 
Most important here is the idea that the carnivalesque is a temporary release from social 

norms, hierarchy, etc.86 The carnival does not permanently remove or change our normal 

circumstances, but creates a world in which, at the very least, we are released from those 

circumstances for a time in our minds. 

As humor can be considered serious, so can play. The quest for order and for freedom 

is a serious part of our lives, something that humans need to be emotionally healthy. As 

Huizinga has pointed out, "all play, both of children and grown-ups, can be performed in 

the most perfect seriousness."87 Though, at a certain level, "play is irrational,"88 the 

purpose is not. "While [play] is in progress all is movement, change, alternation, 

succession, association, separation,"89 allowing the shift that is required in humor. The 

shift does not occur outside us, but within us. Our environment may not change, but our 

interpretation of it, and therefore our response to it, does. Because an important part of 

our response to our environment is the way we feel about it, whether or not we take a 

playful view of life has a direct influence on our degree of happiness, and is therefore 

serious business. 

 

                                                 
85 Bakhtin, p. 34. 
86 Bakhtin, p. 7. 
87 Huizinga, p. 18. 
88 Huizinga, p. 4. 
89 Huizinga, p. 9. 
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I Feel Our Pain 

In connection with his framework for the humor process, Farber suggest two 

categories into which all humor can be divided: derisive humor and empathic humor.90 

These categories are derived from possible functions of [a] and the manner in which the 

[b] to which it is opposed is satisfied. As Farber writes, the internal [a] "operates in two 

sets of counterpositions. It counters our need for superiority, but also, because this sense 

of others' superiority has the effect of excluding us, it counters our need to belong, to 

experience community."91 The basis for derisive humor is supplied by the first pair of 

counterpositions, and for empathic humor by the second. 

In general, derisive humor functions much in accordance with the principles of 

Superiority Theory. In experiencing such humor, we "deny inferiority in ourselves and 

assign it to someone else." 92 We find others funny because they are stupid, and we are 

not, or because they are incompetent, and we are not, or because they are ugly, and we 

are not. The specific deficiency is irrelevant; we must merely enjoy seeing it in others but 

not in ourselves. 

                                                 
90 Farber also creates a third category, but in most cases it is more of an extension of or additional element 
in the other two categories. In counter-restriction humor, “the A corresponds to some internalized 
restriction on thought, feeling or behavior. The juxtaposition of a B that corresponds to the restricted need 
or inclination itself and that in some way counters or evades the restriction may provide the entire payoff, 
or it may serve to support some other sort of payoff.” (Farber, p. 78) In derisive or empathic humor, for 
example, this extra payoff can come from laughing not only at the failings of an individual (which failings 
we may or may not share), but at the failings of an individual that it is not “proper” to be making fun of. 
Whether derisive/empathic humor or counter-restrictive humor, the A is an established norm that is 
hindering some internal need or inclination that we have, and in this way, it is slightly misleading to place 
counter-restriction humor as a distinct category. 
91 Farber, p. 73. 
92 Farber, p. 77. 
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In the case of empathic humor, on the other hand, "we experience the relief of 

discovering that our individual failings are shared and therefore less shameful."93 We see 

deficiencies in others, but we do not ignore our own, and there is no hierarchy imposed. 

Empathic humor is "a kind of humor that is related to and is often even joined with 

derisive humor, but in which the payoff comes from sharing our foolishness, our failings, 

our ineptitude with a character who to some degree is able to draw our empathy."94 

Placing empathic humor into Farber's overall framework, we see that "it is the 

exclusionary aspect of the [a] that is relevant and that is counterposed to a different [b]: 

our deep need to belong, to be with, not to be excluded."95 Moreover, 

the B in empathic humor offers not merely an inferior alternative to the A but one 
that we are to some extent willing to identify with. Sharing our failings with 
others, we escape from the sense of exclusion that the [a] carries with it, by 
participating in a community of all-too-human imperfection.96 
 

In short, empathic humor "provides us with company in our un-risen state."97 It satisfies 

not a need to be superior, but a need to belong, or at the very least, to not be inferior. 

Derisive humor can also create a type of community, but its community "is based on 

an assumption of shared superiority; it leaves us alone with our failings—leaves us, at the 

level of those failings, still excluded."98 In the end, the community of derisive humor is 

no community at all. By contrast, empathic humor 

reassures us that, even at the level of our failings, we're not alone. And often it 
accomplishes even more than this because the figures we laugh at empathically 
are likely to have something going for them as well, so that our failings are not 

                                                 
93 Farber, p. 77. 
94 Farber, p. 76. 
95 Farber, p. 77. 
96 Farber, p. 77. 
97 Farber, p. 77. 
98 Farber, pp. 77-78. 
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merely shared, but also to some extent redeemed...Objects of empathic humor in 
the arts are not likely to be mere minus signs.99 
 

By associating ourselves mentally (and possibly emotionally) with comic characters in 

empathic humor, we may come to believe that even in our "un-risen state" we have value. 

Not only are we in a certain sense equals in our fallibility and foibles, but we actually 

have value regardless of our failings and struggles in life. Farber continues: 

It makes sense, then, that the objects of empathic humor should tend to be figures 
that we want to see come out well, or at least not badly. The targets of purely 
derisive humor, on the other hand, are likely to be figures that we can see go 
down to defeat...without any dissatisfaction and quite possibly even with 
considerable pleasure.100 
 

We can also find many cases in which derisive humor and empathic humor are 

combined. Because humans are complex beings with often contradictory desires and 

needs, "[o]ne could simultaneously be gratified to share the problem and gratified to see 

that there are others who have it worse."101 In such cases, we can recognize kinship with 

the comic characters, while simultaneously being glad that our real-life failings are not as 

bad as the exaggerated failings of the humorous character. 

Comedy "is based on enjoying incongruity and so presents disorder as something we 

can live with, and even take delight in."102 The disorder of life in a comic world is 

presented as something that is not so immediate, but rather an element that has a place in 

the larger, overall context of life.  

Faced with some problem…the tragic response is to become fully engaged with it, 
while the comic response is to step back and see it as part of the big picture. When 
put into perspective, most of life's hardships are less hard, and many are 

                                                 
99 Farber, p. 78. 
100 Farber, p. 78. 
101 Farber, p. 78. 
102 Morreall, 1999, p. 23. 



 
 

126 
 

downright funny. With the comic vision, not only are we better able to handle the 
problem, but we often find elements of delight in it. So comic protagonists are 
more likely to enjoy experiences of all kinds, and to the extent that we imitate 
them, we are too.103 
 

Morreall's assertion is somewhat problematic in that it is clear that the comic protagonist 

is often prevented from enjoying anything at all. His view seems to be more accurate, 

however, if "comic protagonists" is replaced by "the audience of comedy." As has been 

mentioned, it is the audience rather than the actor in the comic situation, who may have 

an easier time acquiring and maintaining the required distance from the situation. Once 

that distance is acquired from comic situations involving others, however, it becomes 

easier to apply that same distance in one's own circumstances. 

In the comic view, as in carnival, "[t]he entire world is seen in its droll aspect,"104 and 

just as the festive laughter of the carnival is "also directed at those who laugh,"105 readers 

of the humor of Kita Morio are able to see themselves in the world that is created, their 

own weaknesses, humiliations, struggles, and failures, and take a less painful comic view 

of them. "The people we laugh at in comedy would be unbearable in life,"106 just as we 

would be unbearable to ourselves if we did not laugh at ourselves. In humorous literature, 

we want to see "someone at least as dismayed and embarrassed as we might be,"107 and 

taking comfort in our shared fallibility, we can take a playful view of our selves. 

 

                                                 
103 Morreall, 1999, p. 26. 
104 Bakhtin, p. 11. 
105 Bakhtin, p. 12. 
106 Tobias, p. 42. 
107 Farber, p. 77. 
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Return to Order 

The incongruity in a humor event disrupts the structure of the context in which it 

appears. A system which resides chiefly in the mind of the perceiver can even be 

destroyed by the humor event, "annihilat[ing] a single system with an incongruity."108 In 

such cases, "[t]he audience...suddenly sees that one element in an otherwise coherent 

system is incongruous with it."109 If the incongruity is not resolved, it is possible that the 

system will be "destroyed without being replaced by another one. Consequently, the 

audience never restores its cognitive equilibrium."110 At that point, the [A] that serves as 

the context has disappeared, and therefore the humor event ends. 

In the case of empathic humor, however, a system is reestablished (though possibly 

with modification from the original), and cognitive equilibrium is restored. In this sense, 

empathic humor has as one of its characteristics a basic ritual structure. This can be 

demonstrated through a brief examination of Japanese manzai111 comedy. Though Kita 

has not indicated any direct influence from manzai, considering its continued high level 

of popularity as the most common type of performance comedy found in modern Japan, 

and in postwar Japan in particular, it is highly likely that, like most Japanese, he has had 

extensive exposure to it. Regardless of whether Kita has been influenced by manzai or 

not, however, there are distinct similarities between the type of humor employed in the 

typical manzai performance and in Kita's work. Because of these shared elements, as well 

as its clear ritual structure, manzai can be helpful in demonstrating the pattern that comes 

                                                 
108 Davis, M., p. 24. 
109 Davis, M., pp. 24-25. 
110 Davis, M., p. 25. 
111 漫才 
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into play in Manbō's world to help reestablish cognitive—and as will be seen in the final 

chapter, emotional—equilibrium. 

As discussed, Manzai may have begun "in the Middle Ages as a rite performed at 

New Year's by pairs of traveling entertainers who combined auspicious rituals with 

laughable acts."112 Modern manzai refers to the performance of a comedy duo composed 

of a tsukkomi113 (a straight man; literally, "plunging into or injecting something") and a 

boke114 (a comic foil; from the verb bokeru115 which means "to be mentally weak or 

dim").116 At its most fundamental level, the role of the boke is to "make stupid or out-of-

context statements and to engage in cognitive misunderstandings," and the tsukkomi's role 

"involves making statements to correct or to put down the boke."117 The act usually 

begins with what seems to be ordinary conversation about a personal experience or recent 

event in the news, and the "routine will consist of a conversational theme or a series of 

unrelated or tangentially related anecdotes, broadly held together by being portrayed as 

'real' personal experiences, by manzai performers who are basically performing 

'themselves,' with their distinct team's stage personalities changing little from one routine 

to another or from show to show."118 This performance of what actually consists of a 

                                                 
112 Stocker, p. 52. 
113 ツッコミ. Both "tsukkomi" and "boke" can be rendered in kanji characters, but they are ordinarily 
written using katakana script when used in the context of comedy. 
114 ボケ 
115 呆ける 
116 Some manzai duos have developed variations on the tsukkomi/boke combination. The most prominent 
currently is Waraimeshi (笑い飯), which utilizes a "double-boke" system. Both performers play the role of 
the boke, and also act as the tsukkomi as necessary. 
117 Ōshima, p. 105. 
118 Stocker, p. 61. 



 
 

129 
 

manufactured persona is essentially what the reader finds in Kita's work in the Manbō 

persona, as will be discussed in a subsequent chapter. 

At a certain point, something that has entered into the conversation is misinterpreted 

or distorted by the boke. As the boke continues to distort and exaggerate, the tsukkomi 

calls the actions and words of the boke into question, often pointing out to the audience 

how stupid or crazy the boke is. When the absurdity has reached its peak, the tsukkomi 

administers the classic slap to the back of the head of the boke, ending that exchange.119 

This same pattern is often repeated within long routines, leading up to the final tsukkomi 

(which refers to both the role and the action), indicating the end of the routine. 

 

Incongruity and Exaggeration 

Mahadev Apte states that humor involves "cultural perceptions, both individual and 

collective, of incongruity, exaggeration, distortion, and any unusual combinations of the 

cultural elements in external events."120 The disruption of a system caused by an 

incongruity has already been discussed. Lawrence Mintz cites Mary Douglas, stating that 

"the structure of jokes tends to be subversive; in other words, jokes tear down, distort, 

misrepresent, and reorder usual patterns of expression and perception."121 Manzai as well 

plays on the fact that our enjoyment of humor comes from "experiencing something 

which clashes with our conceptual systems, our understanding of 'how things are 

                                                 
119 In many cases, it is a verbal rather than a physical slap that is administered, but it is delivered in a 
manner that communicates to the audience that the specific exchange has ended. 
120 As quoted in J. Porteous, "Humor and Social Life," Philosophy East and West, Vol. 39, No. 3 (Jul., 
1989), p. 279. 
121 Lawrence Mintz, "Standup Comedy as Social and Cultural Mediation," American Quarterly, Vol. 37, No. 
1 (Spring, 1985), p. 73. 
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supposed to be.'"122 As Nakamura discusses, the humor of manzai comes chiefly from the 

incongruity of the exchange between the performers.123 No matter what the tsukkomi says, 

the boke turns it into something other than what was intended. The incongruity is not only 

between the two performers, but is created as well between the words of the boke and the 

audience's expectations as the boke goes against common sense and the audience's shared 

knowledge. 

Further, the comedic tension is heightened by the boke's escalation of the developing 

rift. The misunderstanding may begin with something very ordinary, in which the 

"disproportions of everyday life are exaggerated,"124 such as mistaking menbō (綿棒 

cotton swab) for its homonym menbō (麺棒 rolling pin). The boke, however, will move 

the discussion from surprise at the desire of someone to put a rolling pin in his ear to 

disproportionate outrage at the idea of the insertion of other kitchen tools and appliances 

in an ear, nostril, or eye. The audiences laughs as the performer continues to do or say 

something "when the circumstances of the case called for something else."125 

 

Chaos and Instability 

One result of this is an "infraction of norms."126 Mahadev Apte asserts that "the 

incongruity of humor often involves the restructuring of sociocultural elements—a 

                                                 
122 John Morreall, "The Rejection of Humor in Western Thought," Philosophy East and West, Vol. 39, No. 
3 (Jul., 1989), p. 243. 
123 Nakamura, p. 133. 
124 Ranjini Obeyesekere and Gananath Obeyesekere, "Psychological Release: Comic Ritual Dramas in Sri 
Lanka," The Drama Review: TDR, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Mar., 1976), p. 6. 
125 Henri Bergson, "Laughter," Comedy, ed. Wylie Sypher (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1956), p. 
66. 
126 Porteous, p. 279. 
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restructuring which is brought about, for instance, through deviant or liberal 

interpretations of established patterns of social relationships."127 In the case of manzai, 

the boke continues to exacerbate the misunderstanding, creating a wider and more absurd 

rift. As a result, there is not merely one "restructuring of sociocultural elements," but a 

sequence of repeated restructurings which produces chaotic instability. In this process, 

the audience experiences a series of clashes between Farber's A and B, and between [a] 

and [b], sometimes with each successive B launching a more powerful attach against the 

common sense or expected A. 

A further result is a modification of the relationship between the performers and the 

audience. The boke "plays the fool at whom the audience laughs."128 The audience 

perceives that the boke is absurd in his failure to comprehend, but "what often triggers 

our laughter…is not simply the failure of that person, but what we regard as a stupid 

failure, an awkward error, or some other shortcoming which is funny."129 While 

Superiority Theory suggests that one reason for our amusement is our feeling of 

superiority toward the foolish boke, there is also often a feeling of kinship, a mutual 

recognition of imperfection.130 The audience recognizes that the misunderstanding of the 

boke is abnormally exaggerated, but that exaggeration emphasizes and gives clarity to the 

fact that everyone commits similar transgressions of communication and common sense. 

When the performance is effective, the audience and performers all become one in their 

                                                 
127 As quoted in Porteous, p. 279. 
128 Wells, p. 136. 
129 Morreall, 1989, p. 247. 
130 George Meredith, "An Essay on Comedy," Comedy, ed. Wylie Sypher (Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1956), p. 42. 
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fallibility. The stupidity of the boke is an exaggerated version of the stupidity of everyone 

in the audience. 

 

Reaffirmation and Harmony 

In this context, the audience finds enjoyment in the breakdown of structure. As Israel 

Knox has written, "[h]umor is a species of liberation, and it is the liberation that comes to 

us as we experience the singular delight of beholding chaos that is playful and make-

believe in a world that is serious and coercive."131 As has been discussed, there is a 

condition required for this enjoyment, however, that of a playful approach. As Knox 

continues, "it is pleasant only if the chaos is playful and make-believe, and no penalty is 

exacted from us."132 Make-believe chaos is temporary, and because it is so, it must at 

some point give way to the return of structure and order. The desire for freedom leads to 

the desire to regain order in our world. 

It has been said that one purpose of humor is "the reforming of society."133 In many 

cases, this "reforming" is simply a process of breaking down the structure then putting it 

back together again the way it was in the beginning, though often with strengthened 

bonds between the elements of that structure. Lawrence Mintz cites Victor Turner in 

describing how "the experience of public joking, shared laughter, and celebration of 

agreement on what deserves ridicule and affirmation fosters community and furthers a 

                                                 
131 Israel Knox, "Towards a Philosophy of Humor," The Journal of Philosophy, Volume 48, Issue 18 (Aug., 
1951), p. 541. 
132 Knox, p. 541. 
133 Edward Gordon, "What's Happened to Humor?" The English Journal, Vol. 47, No. 3 (Mar., 1958): 127-
133, p. 129. 
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sense of mutual support for common belief and behavior."134 In "the public ritual of 

standup comedy, [the comedian] serves as a shaman, leading us in a celebration of a 

community of shared culture, of homogeneous understanding and expectation."135 While 

part of the comedic process involves a disruption of the status quo, "[t]he action of 

comedy is a moving together, a healing, a joining."136 To be complete, there must be a 

resolution and a re-creation of a structure that is compatible with the expectations of the 

audience. Ultimately, "the comic vision is the building or the repair of justice in a 

community, affirming domestic custom and the wisdom of social virtue."137 

 

Two Examples 

In manzai, it is the tsukkomi who performs the role of re-creating this structure. To 

illustrate, two examples may suffice. The first is a well-known routine performed by the 

highly successful manzai team Downtown.138 In this exchange, Matsumoto Hitoshi139 

(the boke) pretends to be a kidnapper calling to demand a ransom. His partner, Hamada 

Masatoshi,140 is the tsukkomi. When Matsumoto calls the family of his victim and simply 

says "Hello. Gimme ransom money," Hamada jumps in with the assertion that he's being 

too blunt and skipping over important points. Matsumoto tries again, saying "You've got 

a second-grader, don't you? Well, my kid's in sixth grade." He then hangs up. Hamada 

                                                 
134 Mintz, p. 73. 
135 Mintz, p. 74. 
136 Daniel Larner, "Passions for Justice: Fragmentation and Union in Tragedy, Farce, Comedy, and Tragi-
Comedy," Cardozo Studies in Law and Literature, Vol. 13, No. 1 (Spring, 2001), p. 108. 
137 Larner, p. 108. 
138 ダウンタウン 
139 松本人志 (1963-) 
140 浜田雅功 (1963- ) 
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scolds him, asking him what he intends by talking about his family. Matsumoto finally 

gets to the point of giving instructions for delivery of the ransom money: "I'm Mr. 

Matsumoto over on Second Street. Just bring it by the house."141 Here, Hamada gives 

Matsumoto the requisite slap on the back of the head, uttering the classic manzai finale 

line of "Ii kagen ni shiro!"142 which can be translated loosely as "Cut it out!" but which 

implies a command to return to moderation and normalcy.  

This exchange is a series of disruptions of common sense followed by a rebuke for 

each disruption. Matsumoto says something that the audience knows is not appropriate 

for the specific situation, thereby destabilizing the structure of expectations, then Hamada 

restores the structure by pointing out what the audience already knows, that what 

Matsumoto is saying is absurd. The repetition of the absurdity also overturns the 

expectation that, while one mistake is not out of the ordinary, multiple instances of such 

foolishness are not likely to occur. Hamada's "Ii kagen ni shiro!" finally brings it all back 

down to earth, reassuring the audience that Matsumoto's behavior is far out of line, and 

restoring the social order. Though the "social order" in this case is specifically that of 

proper criminal behavior rather than the behavior of a good, upstanding citizen, the issue 

is still the audience's shared expectations of what that criminal behavior will or should be, 

and in that way, is an issue of status quo. Hamada's tsukkomi reaffirms and reestablishes 

the validity of that status quo. 

                                                 
141 As cited in Nakamura, p. 145. 
142 いい加減にしろ！ 
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The second example is from legendary manzai team Itoshi-Koishi143 with the 

following classic exchange. A police officer (Koishi, the tsukkomi) has stopped a man 

who has run a red light (Itoshi, the boke). In this part of the dialogue, Koishi is asking 

Itoshi where he lives. Itoshi has replied that he lives in Kyushu. 

Koishi: Where in Kyushu? 
Itoshi: Kagoshima Prefecture. 
Koishi: Where in Kagoshima Prefecture? 
Itoshi: Sapporo City. 
Koishi: Where in Sapporo City? 
Itoshi: Nishi Yodogawa Ward. 
Koishi: Where in Nishi Yodogawa Ward in Sapporo City? 
Itoshi: Shinsaibashi Street. 
Koishi: There is no such place!144 
 
The incongruity in this exchange comes from the fact that each location is in a 

different geographical region of Japan and therefore cannot be part of the same address: 

Kagoshima is in southwestern Japan, Sapporo is on the northern island of Hokkaido, 

Nishi Yodogawa is in the western Japanese city of Osaka, and Shinsaibashi Street, while 

also in Osaka, is chiefly a shopping and entertainment district that is some distance from 

Nishi Yodogawa. 

Most audiences in Japan will quickly recognize this (though the Shinsaibashi Street 

reference may be unfamiliar to those not of the Kansai region). Itoshi's answers to the 

questions breach common sense in that they are logical and physical impossibilities. 

Koishi's acceptance of the answers also makes such a breach because a rational adult in 

Japan is not likely to be tricked by such absurdity. The structure of knowledge and 

                                                 
143 The duo consisted of brothers Yumeji Itoshi (夢路いとし; 1925-2003) and Kimi Koishi (喜味こいし; 
1927- ). 
144 Mita Jun'ichi, Shōwa kamigata shōgeishi (Tokyo: Gakugei Shorin, 1993), p. 296. 



 
 

136 
 

expectations shared by the audience is thereby disrupted, but is finally reestablished when 

Koishi realizes that the address is nonsense and then says what everyone already knows, 

that there is no such place. As with the Downtown example, that which is accepted by the 

audience as "normal" is reaffirmed and reestablished by the final tsukkomi, bringing 

harmony to the group once more. 

 

Two Sources of Comfort 

To summarize, in its most common incarnations manzai consists of a process of 

creating a breach in the social structure through misunderstanding or distorting shared 

knowledge and expectations (the role of the boke), which results in a change in status and 

the relationship between the performers and the audience, a state both of chaos and of 

kinship in mutual recognition of imperfection in which both audience and performer find 

themselves outside the accepted norm, followed by the reestablishment of the status quo 

of shared knowledge and expectations (the role of the tsukkomi). This repair of the breach 

is usually carried out using conventionalized methods such as the classic slap to the back 

of the head, as well as standard expressions such as the aforementioned exclamation "Ii 

kagen ni shiro!" or "Nande ya nen!"145 (meaning, roughly, "Why would it be like that?" 

or more naturally, "What are you talking about?" in the Kansai dialect). Newer forms of 

manzai, such as those incorporating more skit-like acting rather than straight dialogue, or 

those which have a less-defined separation of boke and tsukkomi roles, often modify this 

process, sometimes resulting in new structures rather than restoring the original. In either 

                                                 
145 なんでやねん！ 
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case, however, with both the classic manzai style or innovative styles, the pattern of 

disruption, chaos, repair is retained, maintaining the ritual nature of the art. 

The manzai pattern also provides the audience with the opportunities to receive 

comfort in two manners. The first is in the recognition of companionship in human 

fallibility, the aforementioned "relief of discovering that our individual failings are shared 

and therefore less shameful."146 This is the characteristic of empathic humor. Second, the 

manzai pattern returns the audience to normalcy at the end of the routine. The audience 

enjoys the break from expectations and from common sense, and the "forgiveness" of 

even their own failings that is implied by it, if the break is temporary. However, if the 

instability of a disrupted structure of expectations and logic continues, it will usually lead 

to unpleasant sensations such as anxiety. As discussed earlier, play is motivated by the 

individual's desire for both freedom and order. In the manzai pattern, the audience is 

provided with the opportunity for both, and is enabled simultaneously to be "comforted 

for what he is," and to be put at ease that common sense is still common and that his 

house is not built on a shifting hill of sand. 

As will be seen in the examples discussed in the final chapter, Kita Morio's Manbō 

essays evince a similar pattern. Each essay can be viewed in much the same manner as a 

manzai routine. The Manbō persona usually plays the part of the boke, an individual who 

consistently finds himself an ill fit in the world as it is seen or expected by others. The 

role of the tsukkomi is played in part by the world around Manbō, and in part by himself 

as he recognizes his own foolishness and points it out—sometimes directly and 

                                                 
146 Farber, p. 77. 
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sometimes indirectly—to the reader. Manbō's failings and foolishness are of common 

types that, though exaggerated in Manbō's telling of them at times, are instantly 

recognizable in ourselves and those around us, allowing the reader to feel a sense of 

camaraderie, experiencing empathic humor. In addition, Manbō's recognition that his 

strange words and actions are strange, and his frequent return to acknowledgement of 

common sense and logic, return the reader to a sense of normalcy; Kita never draws his 

reader far enough away from the real world that it disappears from view. 

This pattern in Kita's work is shown more extensively in the final chapter, so one 

short example should be sufficient here. Kita's 1997 book Mago ni mo makezu (I Won't 

Lose to My Grandson) is a short collection of episodes chronicling Manbō's interaction 

with his young grandson Hiro. Most of the episodes describe Manbō's perplexed 

suffering as he tries in vain to keep up with Hiro. Age has made Manbō slow and 

forgetful, and every time he tries to pull a fast one on his grandson (playing both the 

intentional and natural boke), the little boy calls him on it (essentially playing the role of 

the tsukkomi). Though the title of the book states "I won't lose to my grandchild," Manbō 

loses consistently and spectacularly. 

Though Manbō's plight may be difficult for younger readers to understand, those 

older readers who have marshaled their tired and rickety bones to chase a two-year-old 

grandchild around a park for an hour are likely to recall their own experiences when 

reading Manbō's. Even as he is moaning and groaning about how difficult it all is, Manbō 

continues to attempt to behave as a normal grandfather, but his efforts always take a 

strange turn. In one case, Manbō suggests "fondling" Hiro as a way to strengthen their 
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bond. He had no intention of suggesting something sexual, but rather merely caressing 

and hugging the little boy as grandparents are wont to do. Unfortunately, his choice of a 

word that was not normally used in that context, and that had sexual connotations tied to 

it,147 resulted in a severe scolding from his wife (the tsukkomi at the time).148 Manbō's 

final outrageous act is to defiantly state his intention to be a good-for-nothing old fellow 

forever.149 

After fifteen chapters of a little boy tormenting his bewildered grandfather, however, 

there is a hand of salvation extended to the reader. In the final passage of the book, 

Manbō has a short conversation with Hiro: 

"I took a chance and asked my grandson a question. 

"Hiro, if Gramps died, would you be lonely? 

"In a tiny voice, he said 'Yep.'"150 

To a normal reader, this is how things should be. A small grandson should love, not 

torment, his grandfather. The reality, however, is that it is sometimes difficult physically 

and mentally for grandparents to deal with their grandchildren. The ending to Kita's book 

allows readers to feel that even though they struggle and fail, burdened by physical 

changes they can do little about, in the end, everything is okay. 

In general, the degree to which we experience derisive or empathic humor from a 

certain set of circumstances depends on the individual perceiver.151 The manner of 

                                                 
147 The word used in Japanese is aibu (愛撫). The word does not always have a sexual connotation, but it 
frequently does, and is often used in that context in the lyrics of popular music. 
148 Kita Morio, Mago ni mo makezu (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1997), p. 23. 
149 Kita, Mago ni mo makezu, p. 133. 
150 Kita, Mago ni mo makezu, p. 133. 
151 Farber, p. 78. 
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presentation (the tone, the emphasis, the commentary provided by the author, etc.) does, 

however, influence the audience's perception to some extent. What is found as one 

examines the humorous autobiographical-style writing of Kita Morio is that, for the most 

part, it is presented as empathic humor. Rather than laughing at each other, readers laugh 

with each other, and find an opportunity for comfort in the process. Ultimately, then, the 

most significant benefit that the reader can derive from the humor of Kita Morio is the 

ability to live effectively with the difficult experiences that are a normal part of life. Not 

only can we live with those experiences, but we can live happily with those experiences.  

In this chapter, I have laid out the fundamental mechanism of humor, and most 

importantly for this study, empathic humor which can be used to "console us for what we 

are." However, before applying these concepts more extensively to specific stories, it will 

be necessary to define the format used by Kita to present his humor, and then to assemble 

a comprehensive picture of the Manbō authorial persona used by Kita, and the world that 

character inhabits. I will address these issues in the next two chapters. 
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CHAPTER 3 THE L-NOVEL 

 

The majority of the humorous work of Kita Morio takes a specific shape, that of the 

autobiographical-style essay. Such a style is not unique to Kita Morio, nor to modern 

Japanese literature, nor, for that matter, to Japan. Autobiographical-style fiction does, 

however, hold a special prominence in modern Japanese literature as a movement (or 

series of movements) that is not found to the same extent in American, British, or 

European literature. The form in which autobiographical-style fiction is most prominently 

found in modern Japan is in the shishōsetsu1 or "I-novel." This chapter examines the 

manner in which Kita Morio's humorous essays function as a type of I-novel. 

 

The I-novel 

It should be stated here at the beginning that this chapter is not intended to be a full 

investigation of the nature, definition, or function of the shishōsetsu. Tomi Suzuki has 

pointed out that "the notion of the I-novel remains extremely elusive and difficult to 

grasp."2 In particular, a nicely packaged and clear definition of the postwar shishōsetsu 

has been difficult to construct.3 A variety of differing and conflicting descriptions of the 

shishōsetsu are available, and it is not possible nor necessary in this study to give focused 

attention to each. Accordingly, what I present here is limited to a summary of the basic 

elements that seem to be common to the genre/style/form. For a more detailed discussion 

                                                 
1 私小説. The expression is sometimes given an alternate reading of "watakushi shōsetsu." 
2 Tomi Suzuki, Narrating the Self (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996), p. 2. 
3 Katsuyama Isao, Taishō shishōsetsu kenkyū (Tokyo: Meiji Shoin, 1980), p. 240. 
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of the development and characteristics of the shishōsetsu, I would refer the reader first to 

the comprehensive works by Edward Fowler, Tomi Suzuki, and Irmela Hijiya-

Kirschnereit cited herein. Fowler's work in particular functions well as a general primer 

on the shishōsetsu, and is therefore quoted most frequently in this chapter. 

The expression "shishōsetsu" first came into use near the end of the Taishō Period 

(1912-1926),4 and was described by early commentators, who asserted that the 

expression referred to "a prose work in which the writer most directly exposed himself," 

as "something that should be viewed as a type of autobiographical prose work."5 

However, the shishōsetsu "does not have its origins in autobiography, from which it 

could have adopted the claim to truth, but...from the literature of [Naturalism], that is 

from 'fictional' narrative literature."6 It "differed from a confessional novel or 

autobiography, and was ultimately an artistic work of prose."7 A chief purpose of the 

shishōsetsu was to "dig deeply into the humanity of the writer."8 As the progeny of 

Japanese Naturalism, the shishōsetsu inherited the focus on the "Self" and the use of 

realism as a technique.9 Though both the style of the shishōsetsu as well as the perception 

of such autobiographical-style fiction have undergone a variety of transformations, and 

the shishōsetsu has seen a certain degree of fluctuation in popularity, the genre 

                                                 
4 Katsuyama, p. 174. 
5 Katsuyama, p. 175. 
6 Irmela Hijiya-Kirschnereit, Rituals of Self-Revelation (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), p. 
177. 
7 Katsuyama, p. 176. 
8 Katsuyama, p. 179. 
9 Katsuyama, p. 209. 
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"continued to be a staple feature of the Japanese literary scene well into the postwar era, 

and has never entirely disappeared."10 

The first problem one faces in constructing a definition of the shishōsetsu is the 

breadth of meaning inherent in the word shōsetsu,11 which, while it is commonly 

translated as "novel," refers not only to prose fiction of any length, but also to essays, 

sketches, and other texts that are not usually considered by Americans or Europeans to be 

fiction.12 Unlike what is normally viewed as a novel in the west, plot is relatively 

unimportant in the shishōsetsu.13 Loosely connected episodes may be strung together in a 

manner that is less a narrative than a handful of snapshots (leaving the shishōsetsu open, 

at the very least, to criticism by non-Japanese readers for being poor storytelling). 

Accordingly, the standard translation of shishōsetsu as "I-novel" is misleading; much of 

what is considered to be an I-novel in Japan would not be considered to be any type of 

novel by an American reader. Regardless of this inaccuracy, the expression "I-novel" is 

used in this study to refer to the Japanese shishōsetsu, in accordance with standard 

practice, though in most cases I use the Japanese expression. 

In most cases, the first-person narrative form is used in the shishōsetsu,14 though at 

times it is written from a third-person perspective.15 In either case, the shishōsetsu is 

presented as if it were an autobiographical account of the experiences of the author, and 

                                                 
10 Cohn, p. 25. 
11 小説 
12 Edward Fowler, The Rhetoric of Confession (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), p. 4. 
13 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 186. 
14 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 181. 
15 As Hijiya-Kirschnereit points out, "the difference between first and third person has no special meaning 
for the genre; it is not the personal pronoun that is important but the narrative perspective." (Hijiya-
Kirschnereit, p. 181.) 
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may be in the form of a story, an essay, or a loosely connected sequence of episodes. The 

amount of real-life experience described in the work varies, ranging from a highly 

objective report of events to complete fabrication. The amount of real-life experience 

actually described is not the point of the I-novel, however. The point is the perception (by 

the reader, or even others who do not read the works) that it is such. The shishōsetsu 

writer uses "the techniques of essay, diary, confession, and other nonfictional forms to 

present the fiction of a faithfully chronicled experience."16 The I-novel is "narrated in the 

first or third person in such a way as to represent with utter conviction the author's 

personal experience."17 Lippit writes that "the author's limited perspective and firm grasp 

of the materials convince the reader of the truthfulness and accuracy of the description."18 

What appear to be "crude, bare facts"19 seem "calculated to collapse the distinction 

between real world and fictional world by enticing readers into believing that the author 

has recorded events from his own life rather than invented them,"20 though in reality, it is 

clear that the narrative or description "frequently strays from the author's experience."21 

As Fowler writes, the I-novel's "special property is not the oft-touted 'sincerity' of its 

confessional style but the rhetorical style of sincerity."22 Its "whole raison d'être rests on 

the powerful illusion of its textual transparency—its sincerity."23  

                                                 
16 Fowler, p. xxviii. 
17 Fowler, p. xvi. 
18 Noriko M. Lippit, Reality and Fiction in Modern Japanese Literature (White Plains, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 
1980), p. 17. 
19 Lippit, p. 17. 
20 Fowler, p. 8. 
21 Fowler, p. xvi. 
22 Fowler, p. x. 
23 Fowler, p. 27. 
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Though the expression "shishōsetsu generally designates an autobiographical 

narrative in which the author is thought to recount faithfully the details of his or her 

personal life in a thin guise of fiction,"24 often it is the reverse: fiction in a thin guise of 

an honest portrayal of actual lived experience. The "author's 'presence' in a shishōsetsu is, 

finally, an artistic illusion like perspective or coloring or shading: it may add a dimension 

of 'realism' to a text…but it does not bring the text any closer to 'reality.'"25 Ultimately, 

"sincerity is not an ethical goal to which the artist aspires but a strategy of discourse."26 

As with ancient and medieval Japanese poetry, the concept of a spontaneous reaction to 

experience, some type of natural outflow of the inner truth of the individual, is often 

viewed as the essence of the shishōsetsu, and the long and tedious work required for its 

writing, as well as the highly manufactured nature of even the greatest works of art, are 

ignored. 

The audience for the shishōsetsu has seemed willing to accept this illusion of 

sincerity and spontaneity, regardless of how they feel about the merits—or lack thereof—

of the I-novel. Japanese critics in particular often state confidently—and without 

examining the possibility that the assertion is inaccurate—that the shishōsetsu "is a 

straightforward autobiographical confession by the hero who is none other than the 

author himself."27 Takahashi Hideo defines the shishōsetsu as a work in which the writer 

"presents a protagonist who is a life-size representation of the writer himself, or an 

approximation of such, illustrating a number of episodes from his life, and speaking of 
                                                 
24 Suzuki, p. 1. 
25 Fowler, p. 51. 
26 Fowler, p. 69. 
27 Hisaaki Yamanouchi, The Search for Authenticity in Modern Japanese Literature (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), p. 35. 
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his thoughts and feelings,"28 though to Takahashi's credit he does go on to examine the 

role of the "I" in shishōsetsu, pointing out that it is rare that the reader is actually able to 

find a true portrait of the writer in the work, regardless of the assertions of the narrative 

voice that "I" am the protagonist of the piece.29  

Suzuki has pointed out that it was both "detractors and eulogizers of the I-novel" who 

have "unwittingly collaborated in characterizing the I-novel as direct, immediate, and 

factual as opposed to fictional."30 Japanese literary criticism of the I-novel has been 

characterized by the critics' heavy emphasis on the study of the authors' lives 
rather than on their works. Instead of appreciating the works as autonomous 
works of art, critics have used them as documents which illustrate the writers' 
minds and lives, reducing too readily every element in the works to the authors' 
ideas, attitudes toward life and actual experiences. Most of the severest critics of 
the I-novels failed to analyze the works as separate from the authors' actual life 
experiences and attacked the authors rather than the works, basing their attacks on 
their uncritical identification of the authors with the protagonists.31 
 

Though many shishōsetsu writers have intentionally fostered the perception of such a 

connection between the hero/narrator and the author, some have been amused, or even 

annoyed by it.32 Uno Kōji has written that it is "regrettable that readers have come to 

equate [the hero] automatically with the author and think of all the story's incidents as 

actually having taken place."33 In Japanese fiction in general, the starting point "has not 

been the construction of a hypothetical situation but the observation of an actual one."34 

                                                 
28 Takahashi Hideo, Genso toshite no "watakushi" (Tokyo: Kodansha, 1976), p. 7. 
29 Takahashi, p. 179. 
30 Suzuki, p. 3. 
31 Lippit, pp. 20-21. 
32 Fowler, p. xi. 
33 Fowler, p. 7. Of course, since in this case the words are uttered by a character in one of Uno's stories, it is 
possible that when Fowler attributes this view to Uno he is merely falling into the same trap as the critics 
who equate the authors with the protagonists.  
34 Fowler, p. 16. 
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As stated, however, his actual situation is merely the starting point for the story. As with 

other types of "fiction," the shishōsetsu may be based on an event in the author's life to a 

greater or lesser degree, but it is not necessarily documenting that event.35 Ultimately, the 

shishōsetsu is more likely to be a work of fiction than a chronicle of real life.36 

Some scholars have asserted that to understand the shishōsetsu, the reader "must 

acquire knowledge about the book's background and its particular correspondence to 

reality. To achieve this, he can use other books by the same writer or the numerous 

reviews and articles, which are concerned more with the character of the author than with 

the books."37 A problem with this assertion is that, as has been pointed out, much of the 

shishōsetsu is fiction that may have no actual connection to lived experience, making 

articles about the author's life, for example, of little relevance to the events portrayed in 

the text. In addition, what appear to be references to real events outside the written text 

may not be references to those events at all, even if the actual names of people and places 

are used. Such use may be nothing more than a tool to add a feel of realism to the text. 

It could be, however, that what is vital to the success of the shishōsetsu is not the 

connection of those events to the experiences of the living, breathing writer as much as it 

is the connection of those events to the persona that has been manufactured by the writer 

of the shishōsetsu. An effective story, even fantasy and science fiction, must be plausible. 

This does not mean that it must always match the expected events of the real world. It 

                                                 
35 Fowler, p. xix. 
36 Naturally, an argument could be made that when speaking of "truth" in the shishōsetsu, its proponents are 
not speaking of the reality of an actual historical physical event, but the reality of an accurate description or 
representation of the actual emotional or psychological experiences of the writer, at the time of the events 
on which the text is based, at another time, or in general. That depth of examination is neither relevant nor 
necessary for the present study, and is therefore not attempted here. 
37 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 175. 
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merely means that, at the very least, the behavior of the characters must be consistent 

with what the reader knows about that character.38 Hijiya-Kirschnereit has written of the 

"factuality" that is an element of the shishōsetsu, defining it to mean "that the reader 

assumes a direct correspondence between what is portrayed and actual reality—he reads 

the novel as an autobiographical document. In this way, the method of reading 

shishōsetsu is similar to that for memoirs and autobiographies."39 This may be modified 

somewhat to define factuality in a shishōsetsu more accurately as meaning "that the 

reader assumes a direct correspondence between what is portrayed and the expected 

reality of the character." The text may still be read as an autobiography, but of a 

manufactured character that only exists in a single text, in the combination of multiple 

texts, or in the combination of multiple texts and actual reality, rather than as an 

autobiography of a living person. In either case, in a shishōsetsu, the "I" is ultimately one 

of the characters of the story, and must therefore conform to behavior that is in line with 

what the reader knows about the "I." 

Hijiya-Kirschnereit also suggests that there is an unspoken agreement between writer 

and reader that the reader will accept the "factuality" of the shishōsetsu.40 Here again I 

would give the intelligence of the reader the benefit of the doubt and say that he does not 

really believe that what is written in a shishōsetsu is an honest account of lived 

experience, but rather is merely averting his eyes from the disconnect between the writer 

and the "I" character for the sake of reading the work (in a manner similar to Coleridge's 
                                                 
38 There are, of course, times in which a character does something unexpected—something "out of 
character." Such behavior must still be close enough to expected behavior in the context of the story to 
avoid stretching the credulity of the reader past the breaking point. 
39 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 176. 
40 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 179. 
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"willing suspension of disbelief" that is required not only for fantasy, but to a certain 

extent for all works of fiction). The significance of this difference in the definition of 

"factuality," and the requirement for plausibility of behavior in the context of what is 

known about the character, is that it removes the shishōsetsu from its place in a special 

category of literature and places it firmly alongside other works of fiction. In this view, 

the shishōsetsu is more closely related to Great Expectations than to Up from Slavery. 

 

Do You Know Me? 

Knowledge of the character "I" varies not only according to how much of the author's 

work the reader is familiar with, but also according to whether the reader views the "I" as 

a character limited to the text, or as one that is the sum of the character in the text and the 

lived experience of the writer of the text. In either case, however, the requirement for a 

logical connection between the behavior of the "I" and the perceived personality, etc., of 

the "I" remains in effect. Initially, the reader of shishōsetsu has little or no knowledge of 

the "I," but as he or she continues to read the work of the author and/or becomes familiar 

with published accounts of the lived experiences of the author, a persona will begin to 

develop in the mind of that reader. This creates a type of intimacy between the "I" and the 

reader. The reader "knows" the authorial persona (regardless of whether the authorial 

persona is similar to the actual writer or not), and does not require repeated and explicit 

explanations regarding allusions that the "I" makes in subsequent texts. Fowler describes 

it in this manner: 

Once the writer established his persona as a legitimate subject of literary 
discourse, he was working, as far as he and his audience were concerned, with 
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familiar material and could allude to it in subsequent works in the knowledge that 
readers would be conversant with it. This "world" gained further legitimacy as its 
author gained a name; and personal experience, as presented in the work, became 
part of the public literary domain.41 
 

Ultimately, then, though the average Japanese reader may have a great amount of 

background knowledge concerning the author,42 in the case of the shishōsetsu, the reader 

"need not rely on the finally inaccessible life. The oeuvre is enough."43  

This concept is most relevant to readers outside the so-called literary establishment. 

To most such readers, who have "no inkling of the real-life author who produced stories 

for their consumption,"44 the "real life" of the writer is irrelevant. They have no access to 

real knowledge about the actual events in the writer's life, and therefore only know the 

writer as portrayed in the published text. This is especially important in the case of Kita 

Morio, since only a very small percentage of the readers of his humorous essays are 

critics or other members of the literary establishment. Those who have read many of 

Kita's essays are familiar with the events and individuals in them, and are able to read 

other essays that reference them in the context of that knowledge.  

Karatani has observed that the shishōsetsu "deals with the space of concrete family 

ties rather than with society as a homogeneous space and depicts a precognitive realm of 

feelings and perceptions rather than the 'I' as defined in relation to such a society."45 The 

setting of the shishōsetsu rarely leaves the framework of the home or family, with little 

                                                 
41 Fowler, p. 17. 
42 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 175. 
43 Fowler, p. 67. 
44 Fowler, p. 50. 
45 Kojin Karatani, Origins of Modern Japanese Literature, trans. Brett de Bary (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1993), p. 154. 
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connection to the nation, class, or mankind in general.46 It has also been suggested that 

the role of the modern shishōsetsu is similar to that of the English domestic novel.47 The 

difference is that in the English domestic novel the home is the place in which social 

sentiment is strengthened and maintained, whereas in the case of the Japanese writers, the 

home was not necessarily the place in which such social sentiment was developed.48 

Fowler points out that "the self in a shishōsetsu is defined typically by its separation and 

withdrawal from a society that normally demands strict allegiance from members, rather 

than by its confident confrontation with society."49 Ultimately, there is little discussion of 

philosophical matters, political issues, and society in shishōsetsu, but rather "descriptions 

of day-to-day monotony, financial problems, arguments with the family, marital 

problems, and brief moments of contented harmony with oneself and nature."50 

The world that Kita's "I" inhabits (which will be addressed in more detail in 

subsequent chapters) is similarly focused on the mundane, rarely extending beyond his 

immediate circle of family and friends. The issues that perturb and challenge him are 

things such as popular dances, his favorite baseball team's losing streak, and his inability 

to keep up with his young grandson. This is important in the shishōsetsu, which "aims at 

the reader's complete identification with the first-person narrator. The reader becomes 

part of this character, so to speak. He is aware of the world through the narrator's eyes."51 

Addressing the spectacular or the bizarre may be successful in providing temporary, 

                                                 
46 Katsuyama, p. 232. 
47 Yamamoto Kenkichi, Shishōsetsuka-ron (Tokyo: Fukutake Shoten, 1983), p. 203. 
48 Yamamoto, p. 204. 
49 Fowler, p. xxiv. 
50 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 185. 
51 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 188. 



 
 

152 
 

superficial entertainment to the reader, but it would be unlikely to transcend an individual 

literary work or to allow the reader to identify at a deeper level with the "I" in the text. 

However, in the shishōsetsu, "[t]he convention of the author as an actor who play[s] 

himself [has] the effect of drawing the reader closer to the narrator-hero and creating a 

bond that [is] often stronger than the reader's affection for any single text."52 Important to 

the creation of this bond is the presentation of experiences and concerns that resonate 

with the reader.  

A similar mechanism can be found in the manufacturing of a bond between Japanese 

teen idol singers and their fans. Much of the idolization of pop singing stars in Japan is 

due to the desire of young Japanese people to emulate celebrities.53 This desire to emulate 

pop singers may at first seem strange, given the fact that it is clear from even casually 

listening that their talent is limited, at best. However, this glaring lack of talent does not 

seem to be a hindrance to their popularity. One example is Matsuda Seiko, who became 

the prototype for thousands of subsequent female teen idol pop singers from the early 

1980s on, regardless of the fact that she had a "squeaky nasal voice and slightly off-key 

intonation."54 It was not her talent, but rather "her presentation of self...that primarily 

accounted for her huge popularity."55 

That "presentation of self" did, of course, include a type of cuteness that appealed to 

the audience, but it also included her lack of spectacular talent. The effect of this lack of 

                                                 
52 Fowler, p. xxv. 
53 Bill Kelly, "Japan's Empty Orchestras," The Worlds of Japanese Popular Culture, ed. D.P. Martinez 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 78. 
54 James Stanlaw, "Open Your File, Open Your Mind," Japan Pop! ed. Timothy J. Craig (Armonk, NY: 
M.E. Sharpe, 2000), p. 78. 
55 Stanlaw, p. 78. 
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talent was to make her seem more a peer than an inaccessible goal. Young teenage girls 

who were inspired in their own quest to be teen idols thought that if Matsuda Seiko could 

live an exciting and glamorous life armed only with mediocre talent, so could they. Boys, 

on the other hand, were able to view Matsuda Seiko as romantically accessible; her flaws 

(lack of talent, show of bashfulness, etc.) made her just like their own female classmates. 

Just as in the case of the "I" of the shishōsetsu, this "flawed" human persona of teen idols 

is something that is intentionally manufactured and cultivated. Young girls are placed in 

the idol assembly line of production companies and trained to perform (both on and off 

stage) in a manner that will appeal most effectively to the audience.56 This persona is then 

packaged and sold to the target audience, who become emotionally attached to the idol, 

and as "peers," feel a sense of duty to support her as she struggles to sing, with the 

support consisting of purchasing her product and engaging in a type of word-of-mouth 

advertisement as they consume the merchandise sold by the production company. 

The point here is that the fan is chiefly a fan of the manufactured image—the 

individual that he or she perceives—rather than of the individual songs, which tend to be 

generic, nondescript, and recycled. In the shishōsetsu, readers "recognize the authorial 

persona in any story regardless of the main character's (or narrator's) name or situation."57 

This is the case with Kita Morio's essays as well; regardless of whether the narrator 

identifies himself as "I" (usually "watashi" or "boku" in Japanese in Kita's case) or as 

"Kita Morio," at a certain point, the body of work created a persona that is recognized by 

readers as "Manbō," the character that draws the audience back for more. 

                                                 
56 Stanlaw, p. 77-78. 
57 Fowler, p. xxv. 
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The L-novel 

A final element that is shared by the shishōsetsu and Kita Morio's essays is self-

deprecation. As has been discussed, the shishōsetsu is often viewed as an honest account 

of the experiences of the author. As should be clear at this point, it would be more 

accurate to view them as an honest account of the experiences of the authorial persona. 

Even more to the point, the shishōsetsu is the medium through which I-novel writers (or 

rather, their authorial personas and narrators) "depict their sinfulness, perversity, 

shamefulness and irrational contradictions."58 The shishōsetsu is rarely pretty. 

As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, Kita Morio's humorous essays focus on 

the foibles and failings of the Manbō character, mentioning his successes only in passing. 

In fact, Kita's narrator not only views himself as a bit of a good-for-nothing,59 but 

regularly asserts that his written accounts are something unworthy or meaningless, at best 

a temporary amusement, referring to them as "frivolous texts"60 and "unrefined talk."61 

Such a view of one's work (the essays are both the work of Kita Morio in real life and the 

work of Manbō in the world of the essays) is similar to that of poet Matsuo Bashō62 when 

he wrote "My art is like a fire in summer or a fan in winter; it serves people no 

purpose,"63 or of Yoshida Kenkō regarding his essays in Tsurezuregusa: "What a strange, 

demented feeling it gives me when I realize I have spent whole days before this inkstone, 
                                                 
58 Lippit, p. 14. 
59 For example, when he speaks of himself as intending to be a good-for-nothing old fellow forever. (Kita, 
Mago ni mo makezu, p. 133.) 
60 Kita Morio, Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), p. 73. 
61 Kita Morio, "Kore ga saigo no 'Korian vs. Manbō,'" Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), p. 47. 
62 松尾芭蕉 (1644-1694). 
63 Fowler, p. 22. 
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with nothing better to do, jotting down at random whatever nonsensical thoughts have 

entered my head."64  

It is here that an important difference between the conventional I-novel and the essays 

of Kita Morio can be seen. Though both the shishōsetsu and Kita's essays are noted for a 

type of self-deprecation and the purposeful revelation of the personal weaknesses and 

failings of their narrators, the former are noted for their lack of humor, while the latter are 

fully settled within the comedic genre. A lack of humor has long been pointed out as a 

conspicuous trait of the I-novel, and by some critics has been viewed as a fault; according 

to such critics, humor was considered to be an essential element of great literature.65 It 

seems clear that at least a portion of this lack of humor is a heritage from the origins of 

the shishōsetsu: 

Because seriousness was paramount in the Naturalists' sense of artistic mission, 
their choice of materials, and their style, there was little or no place in their 
scheme of things for the dual vision or the urge to lovingly examine, explore, and 
play with the incongruities between appearance and reality upon which comedy 
thrives. Major comic techniques such as selective exaggeration, distortion, 
abstraction, and the use of fantasy were renounced as well.66  
 

This tendency was inherited by the shishōsetsu. The question that preoccupied 

shishōsetsu writers was "the lofty one of how to live, not the more comic question of how 

to get by—which was probably of greater interest to the majority of their fellow 

citizens."67 As the prestige of the shishōsetsu rose among those of the literary 

                                                 
64 Yoshida Kenkō, Essays in Idleness, trans. Donald Keene (New York: Columbia University Press, 1998), 
p. 3. 
65 Cohn, p. 11. 
66 Cohn, p. 25. 
67 Cohn, p. 26. 
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establishment and became the de facto standard, the resulting "cult of seriousness… 

exerted a chilling influence on comedy."68  

Regardless of such trends, there were major writers in the prewar Japanese literary 

world in which the shishōsetsu drew so much attention who used humor in their works. 

As has been mentioned, Natsume Sōseki, for example, wrote two exclusively comic 

works, the classics Botchan and Wagahai wa neko de aru. There were no major writers, 

however, who made a career out of writing humorous literature, writers whose works use 

"comic dualities…as an integral informing principle and not simply in the form of 

incidental humorous passages."69 During the rebuilding of the nation after World War 

Two, a significantly increased degree of individual liberty in Japan helped this begin to 

change. During this period, as Joel Cohn points out, "a far freer cultural and intellectual 

atmosphere and the gradual erosion of traditional attitudes about the limits and functions 

of literature resulted in an increased volume of comic works in both popular and art 

fiction."70 This opened the way for such humorists as Inoue Hisashi, Shimizu Yasunori, 

and Endō Shūsaku (who produced an extensive body of both humorous and non-

humorous work). Kita Morio has been one of the most successful humorists in modern 

Japan, becoming one of the defining writers of the humorous I-novel, or as I have 

designated it, the "L-novel." 

To reiterate, while the I-novel is presented as an accurate account of real 

experiences—essentially as autobiography—it is not necessarily so. The point is that the 

                                                 
68 Cohn, p. 20. 
69 Cohn, p. 31. 
70 Cohn, p. 31. 
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I-novel be perceived as sincere and honest, regardless of how fictional it may actually be. 

As mentioned, most of Kita's humorous work is presented in the form of first-person, 

autobiographical essay. Just as with the more typical I-novel, the essays appear to reveal 

honestly and without filter the weaknesses, failures, and foibles of the writer, for all the 

world to see. It is clear, however, that much of it is completely fictional or at least highly 

exaggerated. Speaking of Dazai Osamu, Joel Cohn writes that "as is true for all 

'autobiographical' fictionists, virtually all of his writing is in some way self-referential, 

while virtually none of it is a recounting of true-life experiences free of artistic 

modification."71 This is true for the conventional I-novelist, and it is true for Kita Morio. 

Kita remarked on the inability of many readers to discern real experiences from 

fabrication when he wryly observed that "[t]here are young readers who misunderstand 

and think that if the first-person 'I' is used, it's all true."72 An example of this is the fact 

that Kita has received letters from readers perplexed that his mother, who had "died" in 

one of his previous works, was now taking a trip to the South Pole.73  

There is, however, a sense in which Kita's work (and the work of shishōsetsu writers 

in general) could be considered to be "true." At the beginning of his study of Kita Morio's 

literary world, Okuda Takeo cites the opening passage to Kita's first novel, Ghosts: 

Why do we reminisce? 
Just as every people has its myths, every individual has myths of the heart. 

Those myths gradually fade and eventually seem to disappear into the depths of 
time. But without realizing it, year after year we ruminate on those things that 
crept into our hearts in that dim past and quietly left their claw marks. That 
behavior continues unfailingly until we die, though on occasion we suddenly 

                                                 
71 Cohn, p. 99. 
72 Okuno, p. 152. 
73 Okuno, p. 153. 
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awake from that unconscious meditation. It's like a silkworm who raises his head 
as he becomes aware of the delicate sound of his own chewing as he makes a hole 
in a mulberry leaf. I wonder what the silkworm feels when that happens.74 
 

This, according to Okuno, is a symbolic representation of the leitmotif of Kita Morio's 

literature.75 Whether in his more somber-toned work or in his humorous essays, Kita's 

work more often than not possesses a sense of reminiscing, as if the narrator were relating 

memories. Like myths, the description of events may not be historically accurate, but the 

feelings and the effect—the "claw marks"—are very real. Kita's autobiographical-style 

works are not real autobiography in the conventional sense, but Kita says "I write them as 

autobiography of the heart, or myths of the heart, so I would like them to be read that 

way."76  

Also in the same manner as conventional shishōsetsu writers, Kita often refers to 

things described in other essays, as well as to events outside the text, with the assumption 

that the reader will be able to make connections that are not made explicit by the writer. 

Sometimes such references extend beyond his essays. Kita's novel Takami no kenbutsu 

(Vantage Point, 1972) opens with a description of a cabin on the fisheries research ship 

"Taiyōmaru." The first-person narrator (a cockroach on the wall of the cabin) wryly 

comments on the difference between the noble name of the vessel (which could be 

translated as "The Great Oceanic") and the ship's diminutive size (approximately 600 

tons).77 Kita's readers will immediately recognize this as a description of the fisheries 

research ship on which the narrator of Kita's first Manbō work, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, 

                                                 
74 Kita Morio, Yūrei (Tokyo: Kadokawa Bunko, 1979), p. 3. 
75 Okuno, p. 7. 
76 Okuno, p. 152. 
77 Kita Morio, Takami no kenbutsu (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1972), p. 5. 
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traveled as ship's doctor. "Taiyōmaru" is a play on the name of that vessel, "Shōyōmaru." 

Kita makes a further play on words by having the cockroach narrator of Takami no 

kenbutsu remark that a more appropriate name for the ship would be "Shōyōmaru," a 

homonym for the name of the vessel in Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, but which replaces the 

first character "shō" (照; to shine or illuminate) with a different character having the 

same reading of "shō" but meaning "small" (小)78 This sets up the contrast with 

"Taiyōmaru," in which "tai" is rendered with the character for "large" (大). 

There is a connection between the human inhabitants of the cabins in the two works 

as well. The ship's doctor in Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki is not an actual surgeon, but is 

rather a psychiatrist, whose only qualifications for the assignment are his minimal 

medical training and his willingness and availability for the voyage.79 He has little to do 

while at sea, and spends much of the trip bored and merely killing time. Readers of 

Takami no kenbutsu will recognize this character in the Taiyōmaru's ship's doctor, a lazy 

and bored ophthalmologist. Much of the first chapter focuses on his inability as well as 

his unwillingness to deal with the medical needs of the crew. 

Here the reader is presented with three connected characters. One is the living Kita 

Morio, a psychiatrist who actually served as ship's doctor on a fisheries research vessel. 

Next is the first-person narrator of Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, a character that, while based 

on Kita, is a fictional character who would eventually come to be recognized as "Manbō." 

Finally, we have the ophthalmologist in Takami no kenbutsu. Both the character and the 

                                                 
78 Kita, Takami no kenbutsu, p. 5. 
79 Kita Morio, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1960), p. 9. 
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circumstances in which the story begins are based on Kita, but borrow from the 

fictionalized version of Kita's ocean voyage as well. Though the ophthalmologist in 

Takami no kenbutsu, is separated a step from the narrator of Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki by 

being made an observed character, rather than the first-person narrator, the important 

point is that readers of Kita's work recognize the character as Manbō in both works. This 

same character is recognizable throughout Kita's Manbō essays, with each work placed 

into the context of earlier texts, sometimes venturing into Kita's more conventional 

fiction as well. 

Though Kita Morio's humorous essays possess the same major characteristics that 

seem to be shared by shishōsetsu, there are, admittedly, differences. The chief area of 

difference seems to be in the prevalent use of humor, and the resulting attitude the first-

person narrator takes toward himself. As has been mentioned, the I-novel is not usually 

thought of as being funny (or at least not intentionally), so a text which possesses most of 

the characteristics of the shishōsetsu but also has the significant difference of making 

consistent intentional use of humor could rightly be given its own subcategory. The 

subcategory that I propose for the essays in question is "shishōsetsu," a homonym for the 

Japanese expression for "I-novel," but which uses a different character for "shō" (thus 

resulting in 私笑説 rather than 私小説), changing the meaning from simply "I-novel" to 

"I-laugh-novel," or more to the point, "I-laugh-at-myself-novel."80 

                                                 
80 A number of months after I came up with this expression, I began a search to see if it had been used by 
others, and found only one instance. The expression is used as part of the title of a book published in 1995 
by manga artist Morita Kenji, creator of Marude Dameo and other “gag” manga. The book is described as 
“an I-novel overflowing with humor and pathos.” The description would be appropriate for the entries in 
Kita's Manbō series as well. 
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Yanagita Kunio has pointed out that "most human beings, and perhaps the Japanese 

even more than most, are rarely inclined to acknowledge the contradiction between their 

higher aspirations and the less attractive realities, that is, to see themselves or present 

themselves to their audience, as ludicrous."81 Comic protagonists are almost completely 

absent from the shishōsetsu.82 However, as Joel Cohn points out, "autobiographical 

fiction, even the shishōsetsu convention, should be full of comic possibilities."83 Comedy 

writer Kishida Kunio has written that "comedy, more than any other literary form, is the 

mirror on which the author himself is reflected."84 If this is the case, then the 

autobiographical-style essay may be the perfect format for the presentation of humor. 

Life is full of overturned expectations and incongruities. If shishōsetsu are about life, 

then they should contain potential comic events. In that sense, a humorous shishōsetsu—

an L-novel—could even be viewed as a more realistic type of I-novel, since it includes 

elements of real life that the conventional I-novel does not. 

Joel Cohn has also found that humor in Japan 

showed a marked lack of respect for authority, gleefully portraying the 
pretensions, vanities, and pratfalls of legendary and historical heroes, revered 
religious figures, and, when possible, temporal power-holders as well. When this 
last group was placed off limits, as in the Edo period, the non-elites could turn 
their gaze upon themselves and portray their own foibles with undiminished 
verve.85  
 

Considering that temporal power-holders and the heroes of Japan's past were off limits 

for anything but flattering portrayal during much of the period of modern Japan before 

                                                 
81 Cohn, p. 26. 
82 Cohn, p. 26. 
83 Cohn, p. 26. 
84 As cited in Wells, p. 126. 
85 Cohn, pp. 15-16. 
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September 2, 1945 (though the degree of liberty as well as the amount of criticism of 

such individuals and institutions fluctuated), it is not surprising that many writers in 

Imperial Japan would find it prudent to turn their gaze upon themselves—or rather, a 

manufactured version of the self—and write shishōsetsu. With the liberation of Japan at 

the end of World War Two, however, the necessity for such political correctness was 

greatly reduced, but the tendency for writers to "turn their gaze upon themselves and 

portray their own foibles," or at least to create the illusion that they were doing so, 

continued. There are a variety of possible reasons for this, such as the influence of the 

shishōsetsu tradition that had developed and the motivation toward introspection as a 

method of coming to terms with difficult war experiences, but in Kita Morio's case it 

would not be unreasonable to add his aforementioned lack of interest in politicians and 

other such popular targets of humor. 

Regardless, self-deprecating humor was not new in Japan, and can be traced back to 

the earliest times. In the ancient story of Amaterasu discussed in the Introduction, for 

example, Ama-no-Uzume intentionally makes herself a laughingstock to lure the Sun 

Goddess out of a cave.86 It could even be said that the self-deprecating humor that 

constitutes the core element of the L-novel was popular with the general public long 

before the modern shishōsetsu movement began. The L-novel seems natural in Japan's 

"social environment in which statements of self-deprecation are a normal and expected 

part of public discourse, and public expressions of deprecation of others are frowned 

                                                 
86 Cohn, p. 12. Of course, this event could also be interpreted as being derisive, abusive, and disrespectful 
to Amaterasu and others in attendance. However, even if this was the intention, Ama-no-Uzume left herself 
open to ridicule by not only by performing publicly, but by revealing her genitals in a lewd dance. 
Ultimately, a definitive answer can only be obtained by asking Ama-no-Uzume herself. 
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upon."87 The choice of the Japanese humorist to "turn in uneasily upon himself" could be 

considered to be the "strategy most compatible with existing literary expectations."88 

In a sense, then, Kita Morio's practice of creating a first-person narrator who turned 

away from social movements and political machinations to focus almost exclusively on 

lampooning himself is not so much a new postwar development as the continuation of 

Japanese literary tradition. There were, in fact, other writers in modern Japan who 

adopted a similar method at least part of the time. In the work of Dazai Osamu, for 

example, is sometimes found an authorial persona who "makes himself the central focus 

of his comic gaze."89 Like Kita's Manbō, Dazai's narrator is "willing to lay bare…his own 

absurdities."90 Other works that share this element include the humorous essays of 

scientist Terada Torahiko91 and philosopher Tsuchiya Kenji.92 

Using the self (fabricated or not) as the object of view is not, of course, limited to 

literary works. It is the frequent source of material for comedians in general. If there is no 

promising material in the environment, "the clown must seek something within, even at 

the cost of self-abasement, and wring a laugh out of it by some process of distortion, 

burlesque, coy irony—or sheer fabrication."93 An example is the aforementioned manzai 

comedy, in which "the normal routine will consist of a conversational theme or a series of 

unrelated or tangentially related anecdotes, broadly held together by being portrayed as 

'real' personal experiences, by manzai performers who are basically performing 
                                                 
87 Cohn, p. 188. 
88 Cohn, p. 188. 
89 Cohn, p. 32. 
90 Cohn, p. 32. 
91 寺田寅彦 (1838-1935). Physicist, essayist, poet. 
92 土屋賢二 (1944- ). Philosopher, writer. 
93 Cohn, p. 98. 
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'themselves,' with their distinct team's stage personalities changing little from one routine 

to another or from show to show."94 Manzai comedian Nakata Kausu has commented that 

in manzai, "one's faults are one's greatest assets" because they "humanize the performers 

and provide the public with entertaining firsthand accounts of their 'life story.'"95 Manzai 

as well as rakugo performers set themselves up as the object of laughter, as the ones that 

they, themselves, are poking fun at.96 As with any performance, however, the manzai and 

rakugo artists are playing a role that they have created for the performance. However, as 

Joel Stocker points out, "it does not matter how fabricated or embroidered that may be as 

long as the story is well done and has the odor of reality."97 Stocker could just as well be 

speaking of the L-novel (or the I-novel, for that matter). The immediate world in and 

around the living writer and his authorial persona is the world of the L-novel writer, a 

world that is more often than not created through the abasement of a fabricated self. 

The act of self-deprecation in an L-novel is not necessarily merely a comic technique. 

It is not difficult to see that it can be used as a tool to illustrate universal principals about 

the human experience. The object to which the living writer and/or the authorial persona 

is pointing can also stretch beyond single individuals to specific groups as well as society 

in general. Like the non-comic I-novel, in the L-novel 

the putative authorial self-portrait frequently takes on a strong coloring of self-
deprecation or self-abnegation as a loser whose inability to live up to social norms 
exposes him to mockery vis-à-vis the audience as well as from the society within 
the narrative. In many of these cases, of course, the inferiority is merely a pose, a 
device that conceals an ironic critique in which the deviant character is set off 

                                                 
94 Stocker, p. 61. 
95 Stocker, pp. 62-63. 
96 Wells, p. 136. 
97 Stocker, p. 63. 



 
 

165 
 

from the supposedly legitimate norms of a society so that its defects can be 
displayed all the more clearly.98 
 

Like the trickster archetype, the "I" of the L-novel may be a joker whose role is to bring 

societal problems into focus. Though the world of the I-novel and the L-novel normally 

does not include larger society, there may be a subtext which very much points to it. In 

the case of less subtle writers, such social commentary can be overt, even to the point of 

becoming a sort of political sledgehammer. However, it can also consist simply of gentle, 

infrequent, and indirect prodding, as is the case in Kita's work. 

The literary traditions of societies and cultures outside Japan have also produced 

works that are like an L-novel. An example from American literature is the early writings 

of Mark Twain, which are "presented as 'narrative histories' that direct us to the implied 

author behind them." They interweave fact and fiction, and "are presented as the 

authentic records of Mark Twain."99 Such "narrative histories" are true for Mark Twain, 

an imaginary being found only in the writings of Samuel Clemens and the perceptions of 

those reading his works, but are not true for the living, breathing Samuel Clemens,100 just 

as the experiences of the Manbō character are not always those of Kita Morio himself. 

The reader may not learn much about Samuel Clemens from his work, but he can learn 

much about Mark Twain, the persona that "we 'recognize' as the implied author,"101 and, 

sometimes, inaccurately, as the living individual who wrote the text. As the authorial 

persona created by Samuel Clemens, "Twain uses humor to reveal incongruities and 

                                                 
98 Cohn, p. 190. 
99 Florence, p. 3. 
100 However, it is possible that the role was performed at times in real life by Samuel Clemens in public 
appearances. 
101 Florence, p. 2. 
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frustrations inherent in life and in oneself—the dilemma of a sensitive being who 

discovers that the world is not always set up for his accommodation and that he is not 

always set up for his accommodation, either."102 As Don Florence has observed, "[a]s 

long as we stay within those narratives, concerning ourselves with persona and implied 

author, we need not be concerned with what Samuel Clemens was 'really' like—though 

we may occasionally wish to speculate."103 Such speculation would, however, be simply 

that: speculation. 

This is true for Kita's essays as well. The method used by the authorial persona 

Manbō to reveal the foibles, imperfections, and struggles inherent "in life and in oneself" 

is to reveal those elements in himself. Just as "the world is not always set up for [Mark 

Twain's] accommodation," the mismatch between Manbō and his world (to be discussed 

in the next chapter) frequently provides the conflict between Manbō's strong need or 

inclination (the [b] of Farber's framework discussed in Chapter 2) and his psychological 

reaction (Farber's [a]) to certain circumstances (Farber's A). These events within the text, 

the struggles of Manbō in a world that continues to trip him up, may or may not tell the 

reader something about Kita Morio—we can only speculate—but the reader can certainly 

learn something about Manbō. 

How, then, is a connection made between the living creator of the text (Kita Morio) 

and the reader? One way, of course, is the misidentification of the authorial persona 

(Manbō) as being an accurate portrait of the living author, which has been discussed. 

What is more important, however, is the connection made between writer and reader 
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through the portrayal of the authorial persona as a fallible human being with flaws, 

failures, and frustrations that resonate with the reader. Quoting Leo Spitzer, Robert Elliott 

speaks of the author of a text revealing himself "not as having committed the sins he 

describes, but as capable, in his human weakness, of having committed them."104 Thus, 

even when the reader is fully aware that the first-person narrator of a text is not one and 

the same with the living writer, he may feel a connection to the living writer through an 

indirect association with the authorial persona. We may not have the same experiences as 

Manbō, but we recognize similar types of experience in our own lives. We may not have 

the same flaws as Manbō, but we see similar flaws in our own behavior. At the same time, 

we are aware that Kita Morio is not chronicling his own lived experience, but we sense 

that he is telling us that he may have done something similar, or may do something 

similar in the future. At their most fundamental level, Kita's L-novels connect the three 

participants (the reader, Manbō, and Kita) in sharing human nature and the types of 

experience that are common to people in every society, regardless of the concrete manner 

in which those types are manifest in events. 

 

The L-novel as a "Container" 

Like all cultures, "Japanese culture prescribes where to laugh and where not to 

laugh."105 In Japan's case, a combination of expurgation of humor and containment of 

humor is used to deal with the ethical problems of humor, such as ridicule and taboo-

                                                 
104 Robert Elliott, The Literary Persona (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 6. 
105 Shokichi Oda, "Laughter and the Traditional Japanese Smile," Understanding Humor in Japan, ed. 
Jessica M. Davis (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006), p. 18. 
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breaking. Expurgation of humor means that some types of humor are permitted in all 

situations. On the other hand, containment of humor means that all types of humor are 

permitted "in joking situations, to professionals only, in joking places, at joking times, in 

joking relationships."106 In other words, containment of humor can be accomplished "by 

situation, by person, by place or by time, or by some other factor."107 For example, in 

addition to clearly discernable containers for humor such as the stage of a comedy theater, 

the relationship between individuals may determine whether or not humor, or at least 

certain types of humor, are appropriate. The acceptability of humor in conversations in 

Japan is often limited by the degree to which the participants know each other, even more 

so than in the United States.108 The greater the sense of familiarity and intimacy, the 

fewer the restrictions on humor. 

This need for a strong sense of intimacy may be one of the reasons that Kita Morio's 

L-novels often have a highly casual, conversational tone, directly addressing the reader as 

an intimate. Readers have remarked that when they read the Manbō essays, they feel as if 

they were meeting an old friend from junior high or high school.109 It has been observed 

that in manzai comedy, the audience is addressed in a personalized way, "acknowledging 

their particular existence."110 This is vital to the creation of the relationship between the 

character being portrayed on the manzai stage and the audience, which relationship 

becomes the container for the act of humor. The conventional I-novel possesses this trait 

                                                 
106 Wells, p. 157. 
107 Wells, p. 158. 
108 Makiko Takekuro. "Conversational Jokes in Japanese and English," Understanding Humor in Japan, ed. 
Jessica M. Davis (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2006), p. 90. 
109 Okuno, p. 73. 
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(of addressing the reader as an intimate) to a certain degree as well, but Kita's essays 

frequently heighten this element by being written in a style that is reminiscent of a quiet 

murmur into the ear of a sympathetic friend.111 Even in cases in which it is standard 

practice to use honorifics, Kita frequently employs more casual, conversational 

Japanese.112 

Japanese humor in general tends to stay within the discourse-context, "altering or 

adding other meanings to those already in play."113 The creation of a sense of intimacy is 

related to the concept of uchi.114 The word uchi can be translated literally as "inside," and 

is often used in Japan to refer to oneself or to one's home (though in this case a different 

kanji character is often used). In a more fundamental sense, however, it refers to the 

degree of intimacy between individuals belonging to a specific unit. The greatest degree 

of "insideness" is of course the inner thoughts and feelings of the individual, but uchi is 

more often applicable to the relationships between individuals. It has been observed that 

it is "not the individual but the relationship between individuals [that] is the basic 'unit' of 

Japanese social organization."115 In other words, in Japan, "the basic unit of society is not 

the individual self but uchi."116 

                                                 
111 Okuno, p. 71. 
112 One example of the choice to avoid formal language is in a reference to the emperor in Manbō Hanshin-
kyō jidai. When speaking of the emperor's frequent attendance at sumo tournaments, he uses the verb 
"kuru" (来る; to come) rather than the more customary "oide ni naru" (お出でになる) or "irassharu" (いら

っしゃる) or some other more formal, honorific expression. Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 35. 
113 Takekuro, p. 94. 
114 内 
115 Jane Bachnik, "Uchi/Soto: Authority and Intimacy, Hierarchy and Solidarity in Japan," Situated 
Meaning, eds. Jane Bachnik, et al (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 225. 
116 Patricia Wetzel, "The Movable Self: The Linguistic Indexing of "Uchi' and 'Soto,'" Situated Meaning, 
eds. Jane Bachnik, et al (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 75. 
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In combination with the concept of soto117 ("outside"), the concept of uchi is used to 

define "social and psychological orientations" in Japan.118 In addition, "social behavior 

[is] understood by the Japanese to be patterned in an uchi/soto kind of way."119 More 

concretely, "the Japanese have specifically linked 'inside' and 'outside' to meanings that 

specify 'self' and 'society.'"120 Accordingly, the degrees of uchiness or sotoness "move in 

ever-widening circles to encompass a broad series of issues, both inside and outside 

Japan."121 Though it is not always done consciously, individuals "constantly define 

uchi/soto relationships, by gauging insideness and outsideness."122 This is not necessarily 

unique to Japanese society, but there does seem to be a higher degree of emphasis in 

Japan on membership in a specific in-group, which can vary in size from a family to a 

nation (or a larger group, for that matter). The Japanese language itself exhibits a 

consciousness of the degree of intimacy between participants in verbal communication.123 

As with other societies, the closer the relationship (the more intimate the uchi), the 

more likely are the members of that unit to share their true thoughts and feelings (honne). 

As the concentric circles of insideness move outward, the more likely the individual to 

withhold such frankness or create a social facade (tatemae). Because of the special 

emphasis on uchi in Japan, it is particularly important for the writer of an L-novel to 

create a sense of intimacy with the reader. The feeling of being part of an uchi to which 

                                                 
117 外 
118 Jane Bachnik, "Uchi/Soto: Challenging Our Conceptualizations of Self, Social Order, and Language," 
Situated Meaning, eds. Jane Bachnik, et al (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 3. 
119 Charles Quinn, Jr., "The Terms 'Uchi' and 'Soto' as Windows on a World," Situated Meaning, eds. Jane 
Bachnik, et al (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), p. 39. 
120 Bachnik, "Challenging Our Conceptionalizations of Self, Social Order, and Language," p. 6. 
121 Bachnik, "Challenging Our Conceptionalizations of Self, Social Order, and Language," p. 3. 
122 Bachnik, "Challenging Our Conceptionalizations of Self, Social Order, and Language," p. 28. 
123 Quinn, p. 39. 
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the authorial persona also belongs not only makes the reader more apt to read the 

accounts as actual lived experience (since a member of such an intimate uchi would not 

lie to a fellow member!), but identification with the uchi may actually help readers 

identify more with the narrator. The experiences of the narrator then become the 

experiences of the reader. 

Because a relationship can be a type of containment, this uchi relationship established 

between the reader and the authorial persona can be a type of container for humor as well, 

distinct from the relationship between the reader and the authorial persona employed 

while writing non-humorous texts, for example. As a writer of both humorous works and 

deeply somber literature, Kita Morio has developed different authorial personas 

appropriate to each. As discussed in Chapter 2, "[a]ll play moves and has its being within 

a playground marked off beforehand either materially or ideally, deliberately or as a 

matter of course."124 This creation of a distinct area—a container—allows behavior that 

would not be allowed elsewhere. It signals to the reader that it is okay to laugh, and 

makes it easier to accept goofiness and silliness from writers who have written such 

somber works as Kita's Ghosts. Further, in the context of the sense of an intimate 

relationship created between the narrator and the reader, joking about the self could be 

viewed as the most appropriate, since it is the most uchi. 

Kita creates this distinction between containers in two ways. The most obvious is the 

title of essays and collections of essays. The inclusion of the name "Manbō" in the title 

signals to the reader that the reader-authorial persona relationship will be between the 

                                                 
124 Huizinga, p. 10. 
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reader and a comic character. Frequent readers will naturally have a somewhat different 

container, because they have developed a more intimate relationship with Manbō. The 

title also may include expressions that make it clear that the essay or collection of essays 

is not a somber work. Manbō's Chronicle of a Hen-pecked Husband (Manbō kyōsaiki),125 

for example, is likely to be recognized from its title as a collection of humor, while Kita's 

In the Corner of Night and Fog (Yoru to kiri no sumi de) is more likely to be recognized 

for the darkly toned story that it is. The elements of the title signal that the printed page—

the physical item—as well as the world described in it are part of a specific container that 

is different from other containers. 

The second method of creating the container for humor—the use of a distinct 

authorial persona—is one which is not encountered until the text is actually read. Kita's 

readers meet Manbō in the very first paragraph of his humorous essays, advancing the 

creation of the container that was begun with the reading of the title and possibly 

previous Manbō essays. Consider the difference in tone and expression used between the 

opening passage of Doctor Manbō Makes a Stopover (Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha) and 

the aforementioned In the Corner of Night and Fog (Yoru to kiri no sumi de). First is the 

passage from Doctor Manbō Makes a Stopover. 

In this world, there is such a thing as the heat of the moment. 
For example, let's say that somebody places a dish of bee larvae in front of you, 

something you've never eaten before, and you think it's disgusting. With 
trepidation, you chew a bit of it. It tastes horrible, but unthinkingly you put on an 
air of wonderment and say "This is a very interesting flavor. How rare a flavor!" 
Your host is touched that you like it so much, and every year after that he sends 
you a can of bee larvae.126 

                                                 
125 マンボウ恐妻記, 2001. 
126 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha, p. 7. 
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Next is the passage from In the Corner of Night and Fog. 
 

It was not only because of the dense night fog. The large delivery truck seemed 
to crouch in the gloom, like a living beast with its own will. At the very least, to 
those who knew where it was going, and who were aware of the destiny of the 
children that were being placed on it, the truck appeared to stretch open its giant 
mouth and swallow small, soft masses of flesh, one after another.127 

 
The language used in the first passage is clearly more casual than that of the second, 

and the tone of the second clearly more ominous. It is not apparent from the opening 

passages what the story will be, but if informed of the two options, it is unlikely that even 

a first-time reader of Kita's work would mistake which is the humorous essay about a 

reluctant passenger riding the bullet train for the first time and which is the story of Nazi 

persecution of mentally ill patients. It is clear from the beginning that the reader of Kita 

Morio's humorous essays is meeting someone very different from that met in his other 

work. That "someone" is the subject of the next chapter. 

 

                                                 
127 Kita Morio, "Yoru to kiri no sumi de," Kita Morio zenshū. Vol. 2. (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1977), p. 236. 
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CHAPTER 4 MANBŌ WORLD1 

 

It would not be climbing out on a limb to say that the world in which Manbō lives is 

very small. Nakamura Mitsuo wrote that, for shishōsetsu writers, society "was only those 

people who had a direct impact on their sensibilities." For such writers, Nakamura 

"redefined society on a scale commensurate with the writer's consciousness, which 

extended to his immediate acquaintances ('family, friends, lovers') and not to some larger, 

more abstract system of institutions and relationships."2 Manbō's world is very much like 

this. The reader sees little of what would be considered to be "big" social issues. There is 

scant mention of the student riots in Kita's work during the 1960s, or of the Vietnam War 

in Kita's work during the 1970s. The buildup of the Soviet empire during that period, as 

well as its teetering in the 1980s and subsequent collapse are a mere footnote. Manbō 

shows no concern for AIDS, nor for a dramatic increase in Middle Eastern terrorism as 

the world moved into the 1990s. Manbō seems not even to notice the North Korean 

missiles that are lobbed over the Japanese archipelago at regular intervals at the 

beginning of the 21st Century. Manbō's world is small and close to home, but in its 

proximity is all the more relevant to the real daily lives of his readers. 

When Kita Morio wrote his first Manbō work, he did not envision it becoming a 

series, and certainly not a series that would continue into the next century. He still 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that, though the narrator in many of the Manbō essays is referred to as "Kita" or 
"Morio," to avoid confusion I refer to Kita's authorial persona in his essays as "Manbō" and the living man 
Kita Morio himself as "Kita" or "Kita Morio," except where otherwise indicated. 
2 As cited in Fowler, p. 59. 
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considered himself to be a writer of junbungaku3 and had no intention of writing 

"entertainment" or humor.4 He began writing Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki with the belief 

that writing a nonsensical and humorous chronicle of his ocean journey would serve as a 

way to ease the stress of having hit a wall with the junbungaku story he had been working 

on, as well as the pain and depression of having a duodenal ulcer.5 In short, Manbō's 

world was created as an effort to get relief from real life, if only for a short time. 

 

Little Boy Manbō 

Okuno believes that the root of the Manbō series is the heart of a young boy. Manbō 

frequently expresses natural surprise, thrill, and sadness in the midst of natural humor.6 

Matsubara Shinichi echoed Okuno when he suggested that at the foundation of Kita's 

writing is childhood and youth, a longing for unblemished purity.7 A common thread 

connecting all of Kita's writing is the dreams, loneliness, shyness, and innocent laughter 

of youth.8 When Kita wrote "There is something childlike about me,"9 he was merely 

confirming something others have observed;10 the same could have been said by his 

authorial persona Manbō. The young Manbō wanted to be the "hero of the vacant lot" 

where the children played, skilled at games, and at baseball, and popular with the girls, 

                                                 
3 Okuno, p. 118. 
4 Kita, "'Manbō mono' no hassei ni tsuite," p. 6. 
5 Okuno, p. 109. 
6 Okuno, p. 76. 
7 Matsubara, p. 18. 
8 Muramatsu, p. 12. 
9 Kita, Kita Morio jisen tanpenshū, p. 185. 
10 Muramatsu, p. 11. 
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but the clumsy and timid little boy was nothing more than a good-for-nothing who was 

merely tolerated by the other children.11  

Kita was not very good at games as a child, so he instead spent much of his time 

wandering the fields near his home, observing the plants and insects that inhabited 

them.12 Kita's father had been raised in an agricultural community, observing firsthand 

the practical utilization of nature, but Kita's experience was different, and the nature that 

readers see in Manbō's world is in a sense "useless nature," a pure nature that is separated 

from the business of humanity.13 As has been mentioned, Kita himself was decidedly 

apolitical and seemingly oblivious to social issues and movements; Manbō's world does 

not seem to be less so.14 The pure world of plants and insects is unrelated to human 

authority, conflict, and pride. This is the kingdom that Kita sought,15 and this is generally 

the world that is seen in Kita's humorous essays. 

So diligent was Kita's study, that by the time he entered junior high, he had a high 

level of expertise as an entomologist.16 Plants and insects eventually became regular 

inhabitants of Kita's literary world, both in his humorous and his non-humorous work. 

                                                 
11 Okuno, p. 11. 
12 Okuno, p. 27. 
13 Okuno, p. 47. 
14 This could be one reason that Kita has not been given the attention that other writers of arguably lesser 
talent have received from critics who are often more inclined to praise writers who address the movement 
de jour, whether it is nuclear power and atomic weapons, environmentalism, or some other similarly 
transient theme, focusing on writers who show a tendency to radicalism rather than those whose work 
shows literary merit. Kita's radicalism stretches no further than to indicate that he was a patriotic Japanese 
citizen during World War Two, and that he cried when he heard the news of Japan's defeat. Even in works 
that involve frequent interaction with other cultures and societies, there are no politics. Dokutoru Manbō 
kōkaiki, for example, has neither a sense of inferiority in relation to other countries, nor a sense of 
nationalistic superiority. It presents a “free, independent, and unforced” chronicle of his voyage. (Okuno, p. 
116.) 
15 Okuno, p. 47. 
16 Okuno, p. 28. 
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Kita has published a collection of essays titled Dokutoru Manbō konchūki (Doctor 

Manbō's Insect Chronicle, 1961), which, though included by its title in the Manbō series, 

is unlike most entries in that there is little fictionalization. In general, the essays can be 

interpreted as describing Kita's interest in insects as well as his experiences studying 

them, including scientific explanations and illustrations. In the rest of the Manbō series, 

however, plants and insects are usually relegated to the background, appearing as 

incidentals, but there is always a distinct sense that living, moving nature is part of 

Manbō's world, whether it is cicadas chirping in the background as Manbō hikes through 

the mountains,17 flying fish glistening as they leap onto the deck of a fisheries research 

ship as Manbō watches on his way to Borneo,18 or a woodpecker knocking holes in the 

wall of his summer home.19 

 

Little Man Manbō 

As Edward Fowler has written, it is "impossible to determine objectively just how 

much an author 'reveals' of himself in his work. It is valid, however, with regard to the 

author's literary persona."20 Further, the only way that a reader can learn about that 

persona is through examining the written text; everything that is revealed about the 

author's literary persona is revealed through the text. It is important, however, to keep in 

mind that what is revealed is the nature of a manufactured character, not the nature of the 

                                                 
17 Kita Morio, "Yamanobori no koto," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), p. 119. 
18 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 31. 
19 Kita Morio, "Kitsutsuki no ana," Manbō shūyūken (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1980), p. 131. 
20 Fowler, p. 46. 
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living author, regardless of how many similarities there are between the two. In his study 

of the work of humorist James Thurber, Richard Tobias discusses this distinction. 

I do not write about the Thurber who is a biographical fact but about the Thurber 
who exists in his comedies and sketches...The Thurber I write about is the man 
who ventures into the world of our common experience and brings to it the skill 
of a rigorous comic craft. The comic-fiction Thurber changes the facts of his life, 
even distorts them…for the sake of his comedy.21 
 

The "Kita Morio" examined in this chapter is not the Kita "who is a biographical fact," 

but the fictional Kita Morio that readers have come to know generally as "Manbō,"22 a 

character whose thoughts, feelings, and experiences may be based to varying degrees on 

those of the living Kita Morio, but who is, ultimately, a manufactured character. 

This does not mean that a strong connection cannot be found between the experiences 

and personality of Kita Morio and those of Manbō. Tanobe has observed that to people 

who know Kita well, the fictional experiences described in Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki 

seem like things that Kita himself would do.23 In this sense, they are in character for both 

Kita and Manbō. As the body of Manbō essays grew, the distinct character of Manbō was 

more fully developed, moving away from similarities with Kita to a certain degree. 

However, it is clear that Kita had a variety of experiences that could fit into the 

perplexing world of Manbō at any time without modification. One example should 

suffice. 

During the time in which Kita worked as a psychiatrist, the hospital at which he was 

employed had a certain female mental patient who had a habit of accusing everyone of 

                                                 
21 Tobias, p. 4. 
22 In the text, the character is referred to as both "Kita Morio" and "Manbō." 
23 Tanobe Kaoru, "Kita Morio no 'warai' wo meguru shiron," Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), 
p. 70. 
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raping her. Kita was eventually given the assignment of treating her, at which time he 

became the object of her delusion, and one day she threatened to report him to the police. 

Kita was very busy at the time and dismissed it as the idle ramblings of a lunatic, casually 

telling her to go ahead and report him. To his chagrin she carried out her threat, and Kita 

was taken into custody, spending a good portion of the day at the police station until the 

authorities realized that the woman was insane and finally let him go home, thoroughly 

shaken.24 In good Manbō fashion, his desire to be left alone and live his life in peace was 

disrupted by a world that seemed to take delight in tripping him up from the most 

unexpected directions. 

American humorists James Thurber, Robert Benchley, and S.J. Perelman are well 

known for their portrayal of what has come to be called the "Little Man." Though the 

topic of the development of the "Little Man" character (and his variations) would require 

a lengthy study of its own for it to be covered sufficiently, there are a number of elements 

that seem likely to have at least influenced the type. There are also a number of 

prominent common characteristics that can be readily observed, in particular those of 

self-deprecation, a sense of suffering at the hands of an antagonistic world, and a focus 

on the mundane, that are found in Manbō. 

Part of the influence for the creation of the American version of the Little Man may 

have come from the wider societal stage. The time during which Thurber, Benchley, and 

Perelman were entering adulthood and establishing themselves as writers was also 

roughly the time during which the world was suffering the horrors of World War One, 

                                                 
24 Okuno, p. 106. 
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followed by a short period of hope that stability had finally come, only to have those 

hopes shattered by the start of the Great Depression and the ever-lengthening dole lines 

under the New Deal. All three writers saw firsthand the anxiety that comes from 

uncertainty, and the hopelessness that is sometimes borne on the back of what appears to 

be uncontrolled chaos. 

It was not only the instability of war and economic crisis, however, that set the stage 

for the shrinking of a man into the Little Man. The end of the nineteenth and the early 

decades of the twentieth century was a time of great technological advances, including 

such wonders as the automobile and the airplane. More importantly for the Little Man 

was the further development of such modern conveniences as household appliances, 

which in their electronic and mechanical malevolence never tire of giving the common 

man problems. Thurber's Little Man often experiences the tension between a humanistic 

point of view and the exaggerated rationalistic thinking of villainous scientists.25 

Benchley's Little Man as well is given the "fidgets" by science, and he believes that it 

should be "dismissed as esoteric humbug" unless it is thoroughly common-sensical.26 

Philosophical ideas were changing as well. Walter Blair suggested that the shift from 

nineteenth-century humor to twentieth-century humor was a shift from an affirmation of 

societal values to questioning and criticizing them,27 a trend that was in line with society 

in general. Traditional ideas and ideals that had been taken as a given in earlier times 

were now subject to greater uncertainty. Marxism and other radical ideologies for 

                                                 
25 Tobias, p. 170. 
26 Yates, 1968, p. 74. 
27 Walter Blair, Essays on American Humor (Madison: Wisconsin University Press, 1993). p. 121. 
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example were gaining a stronger footing in the United States, and Freudian thought 

worked its way into both literature and daily conversation. Change was not new to the 

world, of course, but the rapidity in which things changed—in particular the tools of daily 

living and other things that the average person came in contact with frequently each 

day—was difficult to keep up with. It was easy for the common man to get lost in it all, 

suffering under the ever-growing weight of the modern world. 

The personal lives of the writers may have influenced the creation of their Little Men 

as well. Thurber and Perelman both experienced difficult and turbulent marriages, 

something that is particularly evident in Thurber's work. By the time he divorced in 1935 

(he later remarried and seemed to be more successful with his second wife), his Little 

Man had taken on its final form, that of a bumbling, nervous fellow who is frequently the 

victim of a domineering, overbearing woman. Thurber's ill health, including eye 

problems that became especially severe in middle age, also seem to have been expressed 

in his typically weak male protagonists. 

Benchley saw his own share of trauma. His older brother Edmund was killed in battle 

in the Spanish-American War, and the family received the news in the midst of 

Independence Day celebrations. Upon hearing of her son's death, Benchley's mother 

Jennie began screaming uncontrollably, and several hours later when she seemed to have 

calmed down, her first coherent words were the distraught cry "Why couldn't it have been 

Robert?"28 Possibly in an attempt to repair the damage that she had done, Benchley's 

mother subsequently devoted herself to pampering her little boy (something that in itself 

                                                 
28 Billy Altman, Laughter's Gentle Soul: The Life of Robert Benchley (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1997), p. 26. Italics in the original. 
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may have contributed to the creation of the weak and less-than-manly Little Man), but the 

lack of confidence and the anxiety that frequently result from such childhood experiences 

is evident in Benchley's typical protagonist. 

Kita Morio lived through turbulent times as well. Though he was sheltered from 

much direct contact with war, as has been discussed, he did lose his childhood home, and 

for a time was required to stay with a number of relatives. The end of World War Two 

did not end the turbulence, however. Changes in Japan's political and economic makeup 

that accompanied the nation's defeat and subsequent rebuilding brought a level of 

uncertainty that was no less difficult emotionally than that experienced by Thurber, 

Benchley, and Perelman. The speed of technological development was even faster after 

World War Two than in the developmental years of the American writers, likely 

contributing to an even greater sense of being left behind by the rush of modernity, to 

stumble along as best he could in an ill-fitting world. 

Though there is no evidence that Kita ever read Thurber, Benchley, or Perelman, the 

Manbō persona fits well into the fundamental framework of the Little Man of their essays 

and third-person narrated fiction. The most prominent characteristic of the Little Man 

may be his self-deprecation. He seems to be continuously engaged in a "monologue of 

self-exposure,"29 in which he is not exposing his virtues and successes, but rather his 

weakness, deficiencies, or clownish nature.30 Peter De Vries has observed that "Benchley, 

Thurber, [and] Perelman…[run] themselves down at such a rate that we would be hard 
                                                 
29 Yates, 1968, p. 96. 
30 See, for example, the assertion from Perelman's Little Man that "[t]he effort of writing seems more 
arduous all the time. Unlike technicians who are supposed to become more proficient with practice, I find 
I've grown considerably less articulate." (Cole, et al, p. 5.) Such an assertion would not be applicable to 
Perelman's work in his later years. 
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put to it to name from among them the greatest of the self-deflators, our particular 

Laureate of Discomfiture."31  

Life does not proceed smoothly for the Little Man. Though not "describing himself in 

a true memoir," Thurber, for example, "has created in the narrator 'Thurber' a prototypical 

confused modern man who senses both the growing chaos outside and his own 

impending doom."32 The Little Man "begins to do things—shout, refuse, jerk, fly, 

vomit—that are either curiously inappropriate or else exactly what modern man suspects 

that he will do tomorrow, if he manages to get through today."33 There is always 

something eating at him. 

[T]he apparent derangement of Perelman's Little Man likewise arises from the 
closing in on him of forces that invade and corrupt his personality and impel him 
toward neurosis. But he hasn't yet given in completely. The fact that his resistance 
is sometimes wrong-headed often obscures his essential good sense in really 
important matters. His reaction to dentistry, for instance, resembles that of 
Benchley's narrator, but the fear and trembling of both characters is neurotic only 
insofar as it is carried beyond the 'normal' dislike of having dental work done. 
When it is so carried, this reaction makes Perelman's man look pretty foolish.34 
 

Similarly, the narrator in shishōsetsu "presents himself as the victim even when he 

himself has created the situation that makes him suffer. Poverty is portrayed as a 

destructive natural force...He is at the mercy of his environment, is sacrificed to it, and 

reacts in a way that characterizes the basic mood of shishōsetsu—with sentimentality."35  

 

                                                 
31 Peter De Vries, "Perelmania," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, ed. Steven H. Gale (New York: Garland 
Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 112. In this case, of course, the names "Benchley," "Thurber," and "Perelman" 
refer not to the living authors themselves, but to their authorial personas—to the Little Man. 
32 Kenney, p. 19. 
33 Tobias, p. 43. 
34 Norris Yates, "The Sane Psychoses of S. J. Perelman," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, ed. Steven H. Gale 
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), pp. 218-219. 
35 Hijiya-Kirschnereit, p. 188. 
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Manbō vs. The World 

Edward Fowler has noted that the Japanese author "has regarded his hero as virtually 

powerless in the face of society and nature and as more comfortable when keeping aloof 

from society or when submitting to, rather than confronting, the forces of nature."36 Kita 

is no different in many cases in his depiction of his "hero." Manbō seems to be 

perpetually out of synch with the world, struggling to function in it, but not finding a 

comfortable fit. Takano has pointed out that "[a]t the foundation of Kita Morio's literature 

we can see the inexpressible sense of discomfort experienced by one who cannot find a 

place to fit in the way the world is ordered."37 Okuno observes that the clownery and 

humor of the Manbō essays are a stance that an individual marginalized from society 

would inevitably take, very similar to that found in the work of Dazai Osamu.38 

Ultimately, "[t]he humor of the Manbō essays is born from a deviation from normal 

human relationships."39 

Much of the time, the reversals that Manbō experiences find their origin in his own 

choices. In Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, Manbō comes up with what he thinks is a clever 

prank. He shoots teargas into the cabin of two of the crew members, thinking that it will 

be amusing to watch them cough and gag. Unfortunately, he forgets about the ventilation 

system which quickly spreads the teargas throughout most of the ship. Manbō panics and 

                                                 
36 Fowler, p. xxi. 
37 Takano Toshimi, "Kita Morio no dōwa," Kokubungaku kaishaku to kanshō 500 (1974), p. 34. 
38 Okuno, p. 16. 
39 Furuya, p. 27. 
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runs away to the common room at the bottom of the ship, taking up a game of chess as if 

he had nothing to do with any of it.40 

On another occasion, Manbō was traveling by Cessna to visit the spring training 

facility of his favorite baseball team, the Hanshin Tigers. About the time the plane was 

passing over the top of Mount Fuji, Manbō found himself needing to urinate. Unwilling 

to wait until the plane landed, he relieved himself in a plastic bag he discovered in the 

cabin of the plane. This left him with the necessity of holding a bag of urine until he 

arrived at his destination. Wanting to avoid this unpleasant task, he opened a window and 

tried to throw the bag out. When he did so, he found out that not only was there a hole in 

the bag, but also that the wind and air pressure outside a plane in flight had a tendency to 

blast liquid back into that plane, soaking the occupant in said liquid and forcing him to 

spend the rest of his trip emitting an offensive odor.41 

The ill-destined choices sometimes involve Manbō's effort to be something that he is 

not. In his younger days, Manbō often accompanied reporters as they visited baseball 

teams, and they regularly spent time socializing at the end of the day. On one such 

occasion, Manbō went with a small group of reporters to a cabaret. Thinking that it would 

be fun, and possibly that it would raise his stature in the eyes of the ladies, to pretend that 

he was a foreigner, Manbō greeted the cabaret hostesses in broken Japanese, telling them 

through his "interpreter" (one of the reporters), that he was a Japanese-American from 

Hawaii. He continued to speak in what the hostesses assumed was native English, with 

the reporter "interpreting" as he saw fit. At first the hostesses were excited about having a 

                                                 
40 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 197. 
41 Kita Morio, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2004), p. 28. 



 
 

186 
 

"foreigner" there, but it soon became a bother for the reporters to interpret for him, and 

they turned their full attention to the hostesses. At that point, Manbō could not find the 

courage to admit that he was actually Japanese, so he spent the rest of the evening sitting 

silent and bored.42 

Such tendencies extend back to Manbō's school days. During World War Two and 

the early postwar period, it was popular for students of the old high school system to 

wear hōba-geta,43 a type of wooden clog that was similar to the traditional geta,44 but 

which had extra tall pieces of wood attached to the base. Manbō was proud of his tall 

clogs, and the image of being fashionable that he believed they gave him, but not only 

were they too big for his feet, but the strap kept breaking, and he fell over constantly.45 In 

a very literal sense, his vanity tripped him up. 

Sometimes it is Manbō's laziness that does him in. While a student, he rarely bathed 

and rarely changed his underclothes, sometimes going for months without doing either. 

One winter, on a whim, he decided to wash his underclothes. He filled an outside sink 

with water, put detergent in, and tossed in his underwear. The water immediately began 

to turn a strange color. Manbō realized that it would take a while to get his clothes clean, 

and rather than standing out in the cold scrubbing them, he decided to let them soak. The 

next day, Manbō found that the water in the sink had frozen solid, all the way to the 

bottom. His clothes were, of course, encased inside the giant, strangely colored ice cube. 

Again succumbing to laziness, he decided to let the ice cube sit there in the sink until it 

                                                 
42 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 23. 
43 朴歯下駄 
44 下駄 
45 Kita Morio, "Hajime ni kūfuku ari," Dokutoru Manbō seishunki (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1968), pp. 49-50. 
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melted in the spring. Unfortunately, one morning he went outside to find that the entire 

sink had disappeared, ice cube, clothing, and all.46 

In some cases, however, the reversals that Manbō experiences are not necessarily the 

results of his own mistakes, but are caused by his environment. The Little Man is 

perplexed by the world, and his "bafflement is not that of insanity but of reason and 

common-sense in a world so absurd and overpowering as to make the sane man seem the 

opposite."47 It is not necessary for Manbō to do something odd for him to find himself at 

odds with the world. Shopping is one activity that frequently seems to go wrong for 

Manbō. 

I'm rarely treated like a customer…Once I was at a department store ordering a 
new pair of pants. I had finished my order and was idly sitting down in a nearby 
chair, when a gentleman walked up and made a gesture at me. I didn't know what 
it meant, so I just sat there. The gentleman looked terribly insulted and in an 
irritated manner gestured for me to go to him. In short, the gentleman thought I 
was one of the store's clerks. For a moment I considered going to him and saying 
something like "Oh, these trousers are a great bargain. They're on sale for a mere 
30 yen!" and causing a lot of confusion in the store, but I somehow prevented 
myself from doing so.48 
 

Manbō's best serious efforts never seem to be enough. After his father's mental 

hospital and the family home that was on the hospital grounds were destroyed in World 

War Two, Manbō visited the ruins and left a message for his friends on one of the few 

remaining walls, with the address of his temporary residence and the message "I will not 

die." He also added an original poem as part of his message. Much later, one of his poet 

father's admirers went to visit the site and saw the poem, which had survived the years 
                                                 
46 Kita Morio, "Kyōshi kara shite hen de aru," Dokutoru Manbō seishunki (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1968), pp. 
56-57. 
47 Yates, 1968, p. 101. 
48 Kita Morio, "Aisu kara kishaben made," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), 
pp. 115-116. 
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and remained on the charred and crumbling wall. Not knowing who the author was, and 

only having the contents of the poem to go by, the visitor decided that it could only have 

been written by one of the mental patients that had previously inhabited the hospital. 

Later, he published the account—and the poem—in a poetry magazine. Manbō happened 

to read the article and the attribution of the poem to a lunatic, and with a sense of 

resigned self-knowledge, could only murmur "You have a point there."49 

Not even Manbō's family seems to give him a break. He is constantly intimidated by 

his wife's verbal and physical strength, and is relegated to speaking ill of her in writing, 

since he fears for his safety if he says anything to her face.50 Even his daughter seems 

always to have the upper hand. After hearing news that a famous racehorse had broken its 

leg in the Emperor's Cup, and had subsequently been euthanized, Manbō remarked to his 

daughter, "When I can't write anymore, would you euthanize me?" His daughter replied, 

"Euthanasia is only allowed for the fine horses. You're like a farm horse, so you'll have to 

work until you're dead."51  

 

Manbō the Mundane 

The problems faced by the Little Man are not "big" problems. They are not problems 

that lead to genocide, holocaust, or the fall of a civilization. Kenney quotes James 

Thurber as saying "I think humor is the best that lies closest to the familiar."52 Manbō's 

experiences are familiar to the reader, if not in specifics, at least in type. The reader may 
                                                 
49 Kita Morio, "Mesurashiku shinzunda kakidashi," Dokutoru Manbō seishunki (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1968), 
p. 22. 
50 Kita Morio, Manbō kyōsaiki (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), pp. 7-8. 
51 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 45. 
52 Kenney, p. 3. 
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not have had urine blown back in his face as he tried to throw it out a window,53 but he is 

sure to have had some type of effort—something that seemed minor at the time—blow up 

in his face. Even when faced with "big" problems, the Little Man often does not see the 

bigness of the problems, but sees bigness in the minor elements of those problems. 

Benchley, for example, wore "the self-satirical mask of a Little Man who interpreted only 

such elements in great problems as affected his own experience."54 The Little Man is 

perplexed and tripped up by the little, common tribulations of life. J. Bryan III summed it 

up well when he explained that "Romeo breaks his heart; Benchley breaks his 

shoelace."55  

These little things are often escalated in the mind of the Little Man, and possibly in 

the mind of the reader who finds resonance with the experience. Walter Blair writes of 

Robert Benchley's authorial persona that 

[t]he character he pretends to be time after time is prevented from doing a number 
of harmless things he would like to do—leave a party when he wants to, smoke a 
cigarette, wear a white suit, waltz, make faces, pick flowers, and so on ad 
infinitum. The frustrations have given his character, so the collected pieces show, 
a mess of phobias and complexes which he shows at work on innumerable 
occasions. A reader is not surprised to find this assumed character ticking off one 
after another of dementia praecox and finding that he has all of them.56 
 

On occasion, the reader may even find himself ticking off items on the list. 

There is an important difference between the Thurber/Benchley Little Man and 

Perelman's Little Man. Though in both cases the Little Man is self-deprecating, in the 

                                                 
53 I can verify that this type of thing does actually happen. My younger brother tried to do the precise thing 
that Manbō attempted from the window of a Cessna in flight, though in this case it was from the window of 
a Ford LTD station wagon somewhere in the desert between Barstow and Las Vegas. The results were, 
unfortunately, similar. 
54 Yates, 1968, p. 101. 
55 Yates, 1968, p. 62. 
56 As quoted in Yates, 1968, p. 61. 
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case of Thurber and Benchley, the Little Man more often than not is direct in his 

revelation of personal flaws, while Perelman creates a Little Man whose flaws are often 

revealed indirectly in his exaggerated self-image and delusions of grandeur. "Benchley's 

Little Man looked in the mirror and saw Wimpy," while on the other hand, "Perelman's 

creation saw 'a man who looks like Ronald Colman and dances like Fred Astaire.'"57  

The Little Man in the work of Thurber and Benchley is acutely aware that he is 

somewhat of a bumbling fool. Manbō also sees this quality (or rather lack of quality) in 

himself, and admits it readily in his quiet moments. Speaking of teaching, Manbō writes 

"[y]ou have to have a little bit of a sense of superiority to be able to teach people 

something, so it's something I can't do."58 Manbō's sense was a sense of inferiority. For 

him, it started when he was a mere child. He recalls at times that he was pampered and 

lazy when he was being raised.59 

Awareness of his own laziness is likely the reason for the adoption of the name 

Manbō. Though the decision is never explained clearly, an important reference is made to 

the giant sunfish (manbō) in the first official entry in the Manbō series, Dokutoru Manbō 

kōkaiki. In the middle of a discussion of the variety of fish caught by the fisheries 

research vessel, Manbō explains that they also caught "a very odd silver-white fish" with 

a "ridiculous shape," that "floats on the surface of the ocean taking naps, and doesn't react 

even if you poke it a bit."60 Manbō recognized that this strange fish that seemed to be at 

the mercy of wind and tide was like himself. "When I think about my childhood," Manbō 

                                                 
57 Blair, et al, p. 229. 
58 Kita Morio, "Waga jinsei no zecchōki," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), p. 80. 
59 Kita, "Mezurashiku shizunda kakidashi," p. 27. 
60 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 95. 
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says elsewhere, "it's absolutely natural that I ended up being the way I am. There was a 

time that I was a little bit respectable, but after that I was a clumsy weakling. It's the same 

way now."61 Not only the Manbō essays, but many of Kita's early stories, including the 

novel The House of Nire, portray a youth whose friends are patients of a mental hospital. 

Manbō consistently shows an affinity with people who, in some manner, aren't quite right. 

In the early non-Manbō stories there is a sense of sadness associated with this, but Manbō 

seems to have accepted and embraced the fact that he is not quite right himself. 

One flaw that Manbō frequently cites is his weakness. As a child he was not a fast 

runner. However, once in a tryout for a team that would be competing in a race, he "ran 

with determination and pathos, and somehow made the team." In the actual race, he 

began to get passed by the slower runners, and literally thought he would die. "Ever since 

then," he concludes, "I have refused to race. Even if everybody else is running, I walk 

slowly. I even write at a tenth the speed of others."62 Manbō's weakness extends beyond 

the physical to the emotional sphere as well. In his younger days, Manbō spent a large 

amount of time hiking in the mountains. Once when he was a college student, he was 

hiking in a certain area in which it was rumored that bears were on the prowl. As he 

became more and more afraid, he began to whistle, partly to scare the bears away and 

partly to give himself courage. Eventually he was whistling constantly, and kept getting 

out of breath. He made camp, his fear increasing as evening fell, and by the time it was 

completely dark he was terrified. By then, however, he was not afraid of bears, but of a 

                                                 
61 Kita Morio, "Saitō-ke no nazo," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), p. 191. 
62 Kita, "Hajime ni kūfuku ari," p. 42. 
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human suddenly appearing out of nowhere. "Humans are the scariest thing out there," he 

said, "scarier than even the most fearsome beast."63 

As an adult, Manbō is frequently tired (though during his manic periods he often has 

an excess of energy). An avid fan of the Hanshin Tigers, Manbō expends an enormous 

amount of both physical and emotional energy in his support of the team. The seven-

month-long season can be more exhausting for Manbō than for the actual baseball 

players: "It's okay if they win a championship every so often, but I'm only able to 

maintain my strength because they always end up being out of the pennant race around 

June. If they stay in it to the end every year, I get completely worn out."64 Fortunately for 

Manbō's health, the Tigers have finished near the bottom of their division for most of his 

life. 

Manbō also takes a dim view of his intelligence and talent. As a young high school 

student, he followed the example of the upperclassmen and began reading philosophy. 

This, however, proved to be more challenging than the books about insects he had read as 

a child. "I read Kant," Manbō recalls, "and was absolutely astonished. I swear, I didn't 

have the faintest clue what he was saying. Regardless of that, I went around prefacing my 

comments with things like 'According to Kant,…'"65 On the other hand, Manbō seems to 

have a surprisingly large amount of strange knowledge, not only about insects, but about 

legends, mythical creatures, bizarre phenomena, and the like. The real problem, 

according to Manbō, is not that he doesn't have any knowledge, but rather that he has no 

                                                 
63 Kita Morio, "Tabi was michizure, kōkishinzure," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), pp. 117-
118. 
64 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 27. 
65 Kita, "Hajime ni kūfuku ari," p. 37. 
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common sense.66 Though he finds himself to be a bit of a dimwit, he admits that he has 

been comforted by the writing of Erasmus and Horst Geyer,67 even to the point of 

boasting of his foolishness.68 

Regardless of how many books, stories, and essays he sells, Manbō views his 

achievements as being few and far between. Manbō not only sees himself as a bit of a 

good-for-nothing,69 but he also regularly asserts that his written accounts are something 

unworthy or meaningless, at best a temporary amusement, and refers to them as 

"frivolous texts"70 and "unrefined talk,"71 a view that is somewhat reminiscent of the 

view that Yoshida Kenkō's narrator expresses regarding the contents of Essays in 

Idleness, referring to the writing of the essays as merely "jotting down at random 

whatever nonsensical thoughts have entered my head."72 

Manbō has a difficult time dealing with the peripheral activities related to being a 

writer, in particular those that involve speaking with and associating with others. 

Speaking of the requests for interviews he frequently receives, Manbō writes that "[i]t 

seems that there are people who think that because I write silly things I'm also an 

interesting conversationalist. That's a huge mistake. The older I get, the more I hate 

talking…Things never go well when I get dragged into doing an interview."73 Other types 

                                                 
66 Kita, "Waga jinsei no zecchōki," p. 80. 
67 Desiderius Erasmus Roterodamus (1469?-1536) wrote In Praise of Folly. Horst Geyer (1907-1958) wrote 
Über die Dummheit (On Stupidity). 
68 Kita Morio, "Sutoresu o yorokobitamae," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), p. 156. 
69 For example, when he speaks of himself as intending to be a good-for-nothing old fellow forever. (Kita, 
Mago ni mo makezu, p. 133.) 
70 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha, p. 73. 
71 Kita, "Kore ga saigo no 'Korian vs. Manbō,'" p. 47. 
72 Yoshida, p. 3. 
73 Kita Morio, "Jagatara bun no shima," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), pp. 
73-74. 
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of public speaking are a source of torment for him as well. On one occasion, Manbō 

accompanied Endō Shūsaku and Agawa Hiroyuki (or rather the characters in Manbō's 

world who are based on those two writers) on a tour of Europe. Not only was he required 

to arise early each morning (something he has a difficult time doing), but he was also put 

in the position of giving regular lectures. This drove him into depression, and he spent the 

entire tour just sitting quietly, while the other two men carried on noisily and boisterously 

the entire time.74 

Manbō's work as a psychiatrist did not escape his own critical eye. At the beginning 

of his writing career, Manbō continued to work as a member of a hospital staff. It was 

during this time that he was given the opportunity to serve as ship's doctor on a fisheries 

research vessel. When he asked his supervisor for permission to take time off to go on the 

voyage, he was hesitant because he had patients with whom he was working. His 

supervisor, however, agreed immediately to his lengthy absence. Manbō explains the 

readiness of his boss to lose him, writing "I was the weak point in the department anyway, 

so they probably weren't affected if I was gone."75 In general, Manbō feels that he has 

little to show for his life. As he has aged, he speaks more and more of death, including 

his preferred arrangements. "I don't want to have a grave," he asserts, "but if I have to 

have one, I want it to be on a solitary island far off in the ocean. On the gravestone I want 

it to say 'Here lies the illusory traveler Doctor Manbō. He did nothing but walk up and 

                                                 
74 Kita Morio, "Sōzōshii o-futari," Manbō shūyūken (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1980), p. 46. 
75 Kita, Manbō kyōsaiki, p. 13. 
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down the stairs in his house.'"76 In Manbō's mind, he has been of little consequence even 

in his own world. 

 

Manbō vs OCD 

Manbō's most intriguing flaw may be his obsessive behavior. One of the more 

prominent displays of such behavior is in his approach to baseball. Manbō has stated 

without reserve that baseball is more important to him than his job. In fact, so dedicated 

is he to the team that when the Hanshin Tigers win, he gets too excited to work, and when 

Hanshin loses, he gets too disappointed to work.77 During his voyage on the fisheries 

research ship, he is angered when he hears the news that Tamiya Kenjirō had been traded 

by the Tigers to the Daimai Orions. He blurts out "Why did the Tigers trade Tamiya?"78 a 

question he poses angrily in the middle of unrelated events periodically through the 

remainder of the voyage.79 So intense is his support that he seems to view the Tokyo 

Yomiuri Giants as his own personal enemy.80 For a time, Manbō wrote articles about 

baseball for sports newspapers and other publications. On one occasion, he asked the 

editor of the newspaper Hochi Shinbun to allow him write an article to which he planned 

to give the title "Drop Dead, Giants!" The editor rejected the request, but Manbō 

                                                 
76 Kita Morio, "Umi neko no shima," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), p. 52. 
77 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 86. 
78 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 150. 
79 Okuno, p. 115. 
80 The rivalry between the Hanshin Tigers and the Yomiuri Giants could be compared in intensity, tradition, 
and animosity to the rivalry between the Boston Red Sox and the New York Yankees. I have personally 
attended games between the teams, and have been witness to incidents such as the throwing of objects at 
opposing players, the most dangerous (and expensive) of which was a boom box that a spectator threw at 
an outfielder. 
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persisted, telling him that he would buy the staff as much booze as they wanted if they 

would publish the article. The editor still said no.81 

Manbō's support of the team frequently escalates into obsessive behavior. Many 

sports fans have at least a subtle belief that somehow their own behavior during a game 

will affect the outcome. They wear their lucky shirts to the stadium, turn their hats inside 

out when the team needs to rally, or yell encouragement at the television screen. Manbō's 

superstitions, however, are a bit more extreme, and extend even into the world of the 

supernatural. Here is his description of one such case. 

Let's say that a Hanshin player got a hit while I was smoking a cigarette. I would 
continue smoking. Accordingly, consecutive players would get a hit. In this case, 
I would continue smoking without a break. Until the hitting streak ended. If I was 
wearing my pajamas when Hanshin won, I would continue wearing pajamas, 
regardless of where I went...In this manner, I would send my psychic power 
(prayers). Through this, I have caused Tabuchi to hit many homeruns, and I have 
allowed Enatsu to get strikeouts on only three pitches.82 

 
Manbō can also be excessively focused on what would seem to most people to be 

mere trivialities. As a youth, he argued fiercely with a cousin about whether a dish of rice 

and curry was called "curry rice" or "rice curry." (Eventually Manbō saw that it was 

listed as "Curry and Rice" on an English menu, so he settled on "curry rice."83) Even 

something as minor as packaging can draw Manbō's full attention. The following is a 

description of his approach to new books. 

Whenever I get a book that comes in a slipcase, I always remove the slipcase and 
throw it away. A slipcase makes it take longer to open the book, and in some 
cases the slipcase is so tight that I get hungry just trying to get the book out. Even 

                                                 
81 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 88. 
82 Kita, Manbō Hanshin-kyō jidai, p. 44. Tabuchi Kōichi (田淵 幸一; 1946- ) and Enatsu Yutaka (江夏豊; 
1948- ) were star players for the Hanshin Tigers from the late 1960s into the latter half of the 1970s. 
83 Kita Morio, "Karee raisu," Manbō shūyūken (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1980), p. 80. 
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if it's a very nice slipcase, you should stomp on it and smash it up, then light it on 
fire and burn it so that you will have no lingering regrets. If there is cellophane or 
something like that on the cover, it must be scratched off and thrown into the 
wastebasket. If not, your hands could slip, and sometimes it makes the kind of 
sound that makes your hair stand on end.84 
 

Manbō's compulsive behavior sometimes takes over, almost becoming unconscious 

and automatic. A habit he has had since he was in high school is to shout things out when 

he is in pain, frustrated, or bothered, or simply as part of talking to himself. His most 

common interjections are "Help me!" "I love you!" and the enigmatic "Teteshan!" Once 

in a crowded elevator at a department store, he embarrassed his wife by shouting "I love 

you!" for no apparent reason.85 Manbō himself is not sure where the word "teteshan" 

came from, but indicates that for him it possesses a nuance of hopelessness or calling for 

help.86 Much of the time when he has made such an outburst, Manbō is little aware that 

he is even speaking. 

 

Fiction within Fiction 

In contrast to Thurber and Benchley's Little Man, Perelman's Little Man "exposes the 

fool in his folly not through reduction, but through magnification, to the absurd, so that 

the subject stands larger than life and twice as ludicrous, foot in mouth and egg on his 

chin, hoist by his own asininity."87 Though "'Benchley' pretended to have wisdom he 

didn't have in lectures," Perelman's Little Man's boasting and exaggeration is more a core 

                                                 
84 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, pp. 203-204. 
85 Kita Morio, "Manbō Mabuze kyōwakoku no shūen," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), pp. 
100-102. 
86 Kita, "Manbō Mabuze kyōwakoku no shūen," p. 102. 
87 Ogden Nash, "A Precious String of Perelman Pearls," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, ed. Steven H. Gale 
(New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 48. 
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part of his nature as he "sprinkles his daily conversation with exotic foreign and obscure 

allusions."88 All three writers created a Little Man who offers his eccentricities and 

failings for ridicule, but in Perelman's case it is often the delusion of grandeur that is 

being lampooned, rather than the frank portrayal of flaws that we find more often in the 

work of Thurber and Benchley. 

Though he diminishes himself on the one hand, on the other, Manbō is a habitual 

exaggerator and boaster, often swinging between the two extremes. He readily admits 

that he is skilled at making things up, and acknowledges that he has a reputation for 

doing so. When Manbō was preparing to write the essays in Dokutoru Manbō tochū 

gesha, his editor instructed him to do a little traveling in order to accumulate experiences 

about which to write. It seemed like a bother to Manbō, so he replied "Hey, I can write it 

even if I don't travel anywhere…And you know, if I write about my experiences 

realistically, people think I'm exaggerating and making things up. There are even some 

readers who think I didn't actually go on the ocean voyage in Manbō kōkaiki."89  

Manbō further reveals that he has had "a habit of making things up since [he] was 

young,"90 and is not averse to confessing to lies after the fact.91 His penchant for fiction is 

evident in an incident from his childhood. 

I often wanted to eat ice cream out of season. 
One day, one of the other kids said "Hey, there's no ice cream until summer." 

                                                 
88 Walter Blair and Hamlin Hill, "Benchley and Perelman," S.J. Perelman: Critical Essays, ed. Steven H. 
Gale (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1992), p. 229. 
89 Kita Morio, "Watashi wa shinkansen ni noru," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 
1995), p. 19. Kita admitted to having this tendency himself when he wrote "I have a habit of writing about 
foreign countries I've never been to, just imagining them from things people have told me, or from a few 
photographs or from books." Kita, Kita Morio jisen tanpenshū, p. 182. 
90 Kita, "Aisu kara kishaben made," p. 103. 
91 Kita Morio, "Minna dare mo ga shiritai hanashi," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), p. 168. 
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 I replied, "But didn't you know that a long time ago ice cream was a winter 
snack?" 
 

To the incredulous boy, young Manbō explained "A long time ago they didn't have ice in 

the summer, you know." Manbō did not know himself how much of what he was saying 

was real and how much was malarkey, but the boy fell for it.92 

Sometimes Manbō's exaggerations also consist of boasting. At one point in Dokutoru 

Manbō kōkaiki, Manbō makes a bizarre assertion, then attempts to back it up by implying 

acceptance by the scientific community: 

According to my research, as a rule, individuals who like sausage tend toward a 
schizothymic temperament, and individuals who like ham tend toward a 
cyclothymic temperament and hysteria. I was planning to present my research at 
the annual meeting of the Japanese Society of Psychiatry and Neurology, but 
unfortunately, the ship didn't return to Japan in time, so I was unable to do so.93 
 

By stating that "unfortunately, the ship didn't return to Japan in time," Manbō is of course 

giving himself an out if he is ever questioned about why his research is not available for 

examination, a tactic somewhat akin to the assertion that "I could if I wanted to, but I 

don't want to" heard on school playgrounds. 

Though Manbō often exaggerates his flaws, such as when he states that he has 

become so weak physically and mentally that he is in danger of drowning in the bathtub, 

and must therefore wear a life preserver when he bathes,94 the reader also encounters 

Manbō attempting to present himself as having some type of special status. Beginning as 

early as Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, he has repeatedly stated that he attained enlightenment 

                                                 
92 Kita, "Aisu kara kishaben made," pp. 103-104. 
93 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 134. 
94 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 196. 
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while in Paris during that first ocean voyage.95 He is never quite clear on how this 

happened, but uses it freely as the target of blame for much of his subsequent bizarre 

behavior.  

Manbō is not only enlightened; he is also sophisticated: "I'm a modern man, so I have 

worn western-style underpants from the time I was in high school."96 Finally, being both 

enlightened and sophisticated, he has a generous, selfless nature: "Some of my female 

readers may wonder why I drink so much. It is because when I drink, women look more 

beautiful, more lovely, more like precious gems. In a sense, you could say that I'm 

forcing myself to drink to benefit women."97 In this manner, Manbō uses both techniques 

to reveal his flaws, the self-deprecation of direct admission of his excessive drinking, and 

the self-aggrandizement of asserting that this vice is in reality a virtue. 

 

We Are All Little Men 

James Thurber, who experienced in his personal life much of what the Little Man 

experiences on the pages of his stories, provided great insight into the character when he 

wrote a description of "writers of light pieces running from a thousand to two thousand 

words."98 The passage is lengthy, but it would be difficult to find a clearer and more 

thorough description of the Little Man, or of Kita Morio's Manbō persona. Most of the 

passage is therefore reproduced here. 

                                                 
95 Kita, Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, p. 148. 
96 Kita, "Umineko no shima," p. 41. 
97 Kita Morio, "Watashi wa tsui ni tabidatsu," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 1995), 
p. 68. 
98 James Thurber, The Thurber Carnival (New York: Penguin Books, 1984), p. 207. 
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The notion that such persons are gay of heart and carefree is curiously untrue. 
They lead, as a matter of fact, an existence of jumpiness and apprehension. They 
sit on the edge of the chair of Literature. In the house of Life they have the feeling 
that they have never taken off their overcoats. Afraid of losing themselves in the 
larger flight of the two-volume novel, or even the one-volume novel, they stick to 
short accounts of their misadventures because they never get so deep into them 
that they feel they can get out. This type of writing is not a joyous form of self-
expression, but the manifestation of a twitchiness at once cosmic and mundane. 
Authors of such pieces have, nobody knows why, a genius for getting into minor 
difficulties: they walk into the wrong apartments, they drink furniture polish for 
stomach bitters, they drive their cars into the prize tulip beds of haughty neighbors, 
they playfully slap gangsters, mistaking them for old school friends. To call such 
person's "humorists," a loose-fitting and ugly word, is to miss the nature of their 
dilemma and the dilemma of their nature. The little wheels of their invention are 
set in motion by the damp hand of melancholy.99 

Such a writer moves about restlessly wherever he goes, ready to get the hell out 
at the drop of a pie-pan or the lift of a skirt. His gestures are the ludicrous reflexes 
of the maladjusted; his repose is the momentary inertia of the nonplussed. He 
pulls the blinds against the morning and creeps into the smoky corners at night. 
He talks largely about small matters and smally about great affairs. His ears are 
shut to the ominous rumblings of the dynasties of the world moving toward 
cloudier chaos than ever before, but he hears with an acute perception the startling 
sounds that rabbits make twisting in the bushes along a country road at night and 
a cold chill comes upon him when the comic supplement of a Sunday newspaper 
blows unexpectedly out of an areaway and envelopes his knees. He can sleep 
while the commonwealth crumbles but a strange sound in the pantry at three in 
the morning will strike terror into his stomach. He is not afraid, or much aware, of 
the menaces of empire but he keeps looking behind him as he walks along the 
darkening streets out of the fear that he is being softly followed by little men 
padding along in single file, about a foot and a half high, large-eyed, and 
whiskered…[His time] is his own personal time, circumscribed by the short 
boundaries of his pain and his embarrassment, in which what happens to his 
digestion, the rear axle of his car, and the confused flow of his relationships with 
six or eight persons and two or three buildings is of greater importance than what 
goes on in the nation or in the universe. He knows vaguely that the nation is not 
much good anymore; he has read that the crust of the earth is shrinking alarmingly 
and that the universe is growing steadily colder, but he does not believe that any 
of the three is in half as bad a shape as he is. 

Enormous strides are made in star-measurement, theoretical economics, and the 
manufacture of bombing planes, but he usually doesn't find out about them until 
he picks up an old copy of Time on a picnic grounds or in the summer house of a 

                                                 
99 It should be pointed out here that, though Kita has noted that he writes more Manbō essays when he is in 
a manic phase, the Manbō character he creates, especially in later work, is often in a depressed state. 
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friend. He is aware that billions of dollars are stolen every year by bankers and 
politicians, and that thousands of people are out of work, but these conditions do 
not worry him a tenth as much as the conviction that he has wasted three months 
on a stupid psychoanalyst or the suspicion that a piece he has been working on for 
two long days was done much better and probably more quickly by Robert 
Benchley in 1924.100 

 
There is much in this passage that applies not only to "writers of light pieces running 

from a thousand to two thousand words," but to men and women of every profession and 

walk of life. In other words, the Little Man is everyone. 

It has been noted that Robert Benchley used slang and other informal language to 

"give his generally 'correct' writing the informality of conversation and to avoid any 

danger of stuffiness."101 As was mentioned in the preceding chapter, Kita Morio does this 

in his Manbō essays as well, utilizing a highly conversational style and addressing the 

reader directly as if speaking face to face. What draws the reader into that world more 

than the type of language Kita uses, however, is the content of Manbō's experience. It is 

here that the reader finds resonance with his own life. Norris Yates explains it in this 

manner: 

In self-spoofing, Benchley usually stressed the littleness of his Little Man, that is, 
he exaggerated the author's own confusion. Readers might feel the same jitters 
and ineptitude, but to a less degree, and could reflect that they were, at any rate, 
superior to poor old Benchley. When the bumbler rumbles that Mozart wrote no 
music until he was ninety and defends his mistake with 'How was I to know that 
there were two Mozarts who were composers?,' the reader may well recall similar 
but less flagrant mistakes of his own—like, perhaps, confounding the patriarchal 
Bach with some of his musical offspring.102 
 

                                                 
100 Thurber, pp. 207-209. 
101 Yates, 1968, p. 103. 
102 Yates, 1968, p. 94. 
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In the world of the Little Men created by Thurber, Benchley, Perelman, and Kita, the 

reader finds characters who, though often exaggerated, live lives that are strikingly 

similar to their own, with the fears, failings, and flailing about that are common to 

humanity, but which are often hidden in shame or embarrassment. Those are laid bare in 

the world of the Little Man, and there readers comes face to face with those traits in 

themselves. The reader is sometimes merely relieved that he is not as bad off as the 

character he is reading about, though there is resonance. The ineffectual man  

is not quite as pitiable as Emma Inch, but the twinge of recognition is there. We 
enjoy a lover in a Chaplin comedy, according to Al Capp, chiefly because no 
matter how bad we are as lovers, we are not that bad…We may lack acuteness or 
fail in insight as drivers, husbands, or fathers, but we are not quite that bad; and 
yet we are nearly that bad.103 
 

Our failings and weaknesses are not turned into strengths, and our trials and tribulations 

are not transformed into blissful ease, merely by reading about the failings, weaknesses, 

trials, and tribulations of the Little Man. It is clear that many of the difficulties faced by 

the Little Man—and by the reader—cannot be changed easily, or at all in some cases. 

However, the comic world of the Little Man provides the opportunity for the reader to 

find consolation in the midst of, and in spite of, his failings. 

                                                 
103 Tobias, p. 50. 
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CHAPTER 5 FIVE ESSAYS 

 

In this chapter I look at five of Kita Morio's Manbō essays through the lens of what 

has been discussed in the preceding chapters, in particular observing how the Manbō 

character that was discussed in the preceding chapter appears throughout the specific 

texts, and in that context, how the mechanism of humor works in Kita's essays. Not every 

element of each essay is examined (something which would result in a far longer study), 

and admittedly there are interesting elements that I do not cover (possible subtexts of 

social commentary, connections to Kita's own psychological state, etc.), but I have 

attempted to highlight the important and representative elements of each. Further, though 

there are elements that are common to more than one essay (and some to all five), the 

elements that are given more emphasis in a specific essay are those which are more 

prominent or are new. Translations of the essays are included in the Appendix. This 

chapter is intended to be read in conjunction with those translations.  

The essays are examined in chronological order (as they are found in the Appendix). 

The main purpose for this order is to give the reader a sense of the changes in Kita's work 

over time. The first three essays were published in the 1960s, the fourth in 1988, and the 

fifth in 2001. The Manbō series and its world was fundamentally established during the 

1960s, so this era is given special attention. The 1988 work was selected partly for its 

view into the world of an aging Manbō, and the 2001 work for its look into the world of 

Manbō at the end of his career, as he nears what he continues to claim (for a number of 

years) is the end of his life. Overall, the five texts were selected with thought given to 
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providing the most comprehensive view possible of Manbō's world and the humor Kita 

Morio employs in the series. Each also sold well either individually or as part of a 

collection. 

All but the first work are rather short, running 15 pages or less as they are presented 

in the Appendix. This is not unusual for Kita's humor, nor for humor in general. 

Comedians and comic writers have observed that, in general, it is usually easier for 

humorous works, whether on stage or in writing, to be short.1 Folklorist Yanagita Kunio 

even went so far as to say that "the shorter it is, the funnier it is."2 This principal seems to 

apply even within each work, as Kita's humor more often than not consists of short 

episodes and quick, subtle comments, as will be seen. 

 

Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. 

The 1960s began well for Kita Morio. Not only did he win critical acclaim as the 

recipient of the Akutagawa Prize in 1960 for the story "Yoru to kiri no sumi de," but that 

same year he published his first major humorous work in Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, 

which finished the year 1960 at number three in sales. This success made it possible for 

Kita to begin turning to writing full time, and his literary output—both humorous and 

non-humorous—increased significantly. One of his first humorous pieces after Dokutoru 

Manbō kōkaiki was "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha"3 (Third Planet Hyberbole, 

                                                 
1 Tarō Kaja, as cited in Wells, p. 100. 
2 As cited in Wells, p. 118. 
3 第三惑星ホラ株式会社. Kita Morio, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," Kita Morio zenshū, Vol. 
8. (Tokyo: Shinchōsha, 1977), pp. 281-296 
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Inc.; hereafter "Third Planet"), which was originally published in the magazine Ōru 

yomimono4 in June 1961. 

Though its title does not include the name "Manbō," it is fully settled in the Manbō 

world. Like Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki, "Third Planet" is more of a conventional narrative 

than later Manbō essays, which often have only a very loose connection between 

episodes that are included. In this sense, it reads more like a short story than later work, 

and is in fact one of the longer of the Manbō essays. A further difference from later work 

is the greater weight placed on a self-aggrandizing style of humor (which, as in the case 

of the work of S.J. Perelman, is turned on its head to become self-deprecating in what it 

actually reveals about the narrator). This type of humor was more prevalent in Kita's 

earlier essays, and gradually declined, almost disappearing completely as he became 

more elderly. 

As is the case in many of the Manbō essays, the narrator answers to the name "Kita," 

but to avoid confusion, I will refer to him here by the name "Manbō," reserving "Kita" 

for the real Kita Morio. Manbō begins by wondering out loud if what he is beginning to 

write is the "kind of thing that would be called an I-novel."5 This suggests that Kita 

viewed these essays as a type of shishōsetsu himself, though the content clearly indicates 

that his intention was to induce laughter in the reader, rather than to make a show of 

sincerity in some type of actual self-revelation.  

                                                 
4 オール読物. The two Naoki Prize winners and winning text each year are announced and published in 
the magazine (often in digest form for longer pieces). 
5 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 282. 
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It does not take long for Manbō to leave the somber tone behind. His next statement 

is that his "friends are all a bit low on common sense."6 What he proceeds to tell the 

reader throughout the rest of the text makes it clear that it is not only his friends that have 

such a deficiency. Manbō relates three schemes that he and his friends devise to make 

money, preferably with as little effort as possible. The first involves the purchase of real 

estate. According to this plan, they would buy tiny plots of land in a region that was 

likely to be developed into an affluent resort community. They would then fence their 

land in, and visit it regularly and create a ruckus that would annoy the wealthy residents 

who had purchased the surrounding land. The residents would be bothered to such a 

degree that they would offer to buy the small plots of land at outrageous prices, just to get 

rid of the noise. Unfortunately, the plan does not even get off the ground, since they are 

unable to find anybody who would sell them plots of land that were only sixteen and a 

half square feet in size.7 

In this opening episode, Kita introduces two of his typical styles of humor: subtle, 

quiet comments and rapid yet short escalation. In many cases, Manbō's narration includes 

lists of two or three items, often beginning with something normal or expected for the 

context, such as when he says that when they visit their small plots of land, they would 

tell anyone who looked "suspicious" that they would appreciate it if they "didn't peep into 

[the plot of land] so much." This is not so far removed from a normal desire for privacy, 

and would not likely strike the reader as strange. However, Manbō immediately follows 

                                                 
6 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 282. 
7 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 282. 
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by saying that they would also tell such suspicious fellows that they would also 

appreciate it if they "would refrain from urinating here without so much as a greeting."8  

Such lists can also escalate in strangeness, moving very rapidly away from the 

expected. Later in the real estate episode, Manbō describes how they would annoy their 

neighbors: "Singing the songs, we would pound on buckets, beat on drums, and blow on 

conch shells."9 The context that is originally established is of course already out of the 

ordinary. Grown men would not normally be expected to buy tiny plots of land then make 

a bunch of noise in an attempt to extort money from their neighbors. In this context 

(Farber's A), however, the chains of common sense (Farber's [a]) are thrown off 

(temporarily satisfying the desire to throw them off, Farber's [b]) even more by the 

inclusion of blowing on a conch shell (Farber's B). Blowing on a conch shell is not 

something done commonly in modern Japan in any situation, even if conch shells were 

readily available. 

Both of these examples employ escalation through the listing of a sequence of items, 

each one more exaggerated than the previous. Kita does this in a rather quiet manner, 

never really getting to anything that could be considered over-the-top or flashy. Part of 

his technique for accomplishing this is to escalate quickly then stop. The lists never go on 

for more than a few items, and even the most off-the-wall elements are presented in 

something akin to a gentle murmur. This allows the reader to return to normalcy, to 

regain cognitive equilibrium, and in this case, to prepare for the next episode. 

                                                 
8 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 282. 
9 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 283. 
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The second episode involves the creation of a new country (a theme that Kita would 

revisit during his Mabuse Republic days). Having given up on making money in Japan, 

they decide to try their luck overseas. They are unable to pass the test to study abroad, 

however, and instead decide to start their own foreign country. They find out about a 

poetry contest that is being held in conjunction with the release of an American movie set 

in the south seas, first prize being a small, uninhabited island. They decide that this would 

be the ideal place to establish their new country, but their poem loses, and the idea is 

placed on the junk pile along with the real estate scheme. 

In the beginning of this episode Kita introduces another type of exaggeration: 

blaming others for unpleasant or unwanted results, when it is clearly the individual's own 

fault. Manbō admits that he and his cohorts had "poor scholastic records," and even 

identifies that as the reason they "all failed the test required to study abroad." 

Immediately after that, however, one of the group exclaims "It's outrageous that the 

Ministry of Education would fail us!"10 This technique is used again when they lose the 

poetry contest. Manbō himself is selected to write the poem, and in what is possibly 

Kita's jab at experimenters in avant-garde poetry, does the equivalent of rearranging the 

words in the first draft in alphabetical order. Manbō admits that this "created the problem 

of unintelligibility," but he still asserts that it was "a wonderful poem."11 (This assertion 

in the face of recognizing the poem's unintelligibility could be another jab at modern 

poets.) Manbō concludes his telling of the episode by stating his belief that the criticism 

                                                 
10 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 284. 
11 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
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his friends heaped on him "should rightly have been directed at the judges."12 Later, 

Manbō assigns blame for his failure to become a professor not to the fact that he had 

"submitted a medical dissertation that even [he] didn't understand," but to the members of 

the faculty council who unfairly "claimed that the numbers were exaggerated."13  

For the most part, the creation of a new country seems to lack any real political 

agenda, which is not surprising considering Kita's distaste for politics. Manbō and his 

friends do not seem to have a preference for the recipient of their declaration of war; 

either the United States or the Soviet Union would be acceptable,14 since either would be 

strong enough to elicit the sympathy of other nations for the tiny new country, ultimately 

resulting in foreign aid to the island.15 At the same time, however, the unflattering 

presentation of the idea of starting a war with a larger, more powerful country for the 

purpose of gaining not only sympathy but material goods could a subtle way of pointing a 

mocking finger at small countries that have benefited from an antagonistic relationship 

with world powers, including Japan.16 This is only speculation, of course, but it should be 

pointed out that Kita's political commentary is limited to such passages. 

Manbō begins his record of the third scheme by describing the woes of a man who 

"has acquired a reputation as an exaggerator."17 As he does so, he claims that he is 

actually very careful with facts, and as evidence boasts of his efforts to correct mistakes 

                                                 
12 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
13 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 287. 
14 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 285. 
15 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 285. 
16 Naturally, Japan was also on the receiving end of rebuilding after World War Two, and received 
financial aid, food, and state-of-the-art technology from the United States (its direct enemy during the war) 
and other of the Allied nations. 
17 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
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that he made in Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki. The mistakes (if they really were such) are all 

trivial, and at best incidental to the events of Manbō's ocean voyage, the chief of which 

appears to be an incorrect listing of the depth to which a bathyscaphe can submerge.18 In 

an extended passage Manbō describes the repeated breaking of the depth record, even 

going off on a bit of a tangent about the world's record for altitude in a balloon.19 In true 

self-deprecating fashion, however, Manbō's ultimate defense against the charge of being 

an exaggerator is that "talking big is something that requires a highly developed cerebral 

cortex, and is therefore something that someone such as I could never do well."20  

When Manbō has had enough of merely suffering because of a reputation for 

exaggeration, he decides to turn it to his financial advantage. Again gathering his friends, 

he suggests they start a "hyperbole sales company."21 The company that Manbō and 

friends establish is set up to "sell truth that seems like it's exaggerated."22 They print 

stock certificates, and succeed in selling 5,000 shares, but for the measly price of 50 yen, 

total, which does not even cover the cost of printing.23 They search diligently for some 

type of exaggerated story, including UFOs, aliens, and the like, but find nothing. They 

continue to lose money, the employees (Manbō's friends) all quit, and the company folds. 

The word that is translated here sometimes as "hyperbole" and sometimes as 

"exaggeration" is hora.24 Depending on the context, it can mean either of the two 

aforementioned words, as well as "overstatement" and "overblown boasting." Manbō is 
                                                 
18 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
19 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
20 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. 
21 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 287. 
22 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 287. 
23 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 289. 
24 ホラ. Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286. It can an also be written 法螺.  



 
 

212 
 

often referred to as a horafuki,25 which is simply one who engages in hyperbole, 

exaggeration, overstatement, or overblown boasting. Such behavior continues as part of 

the Manbō persona throughout the series, and can also be seen in other of Kita's works as 

well, such as the previously mentioned Takami no kenbutsu and Kita's 1981 comic novel 

Tocchan wa daihenjin (Dad's A Weirdo),26 both of which feature characters that exhibit 

many of the typical Manbō characteristics. 

Part of Manbō's behavior as a chronic horafuki involves the mixing of fact and fiction 

in his descriptions. When asked by one of his friends why he wants to name the 

hyperbole sales company "Third Planet Hyperbole," he begins an explanation of the solar 

system. Part way into his explanation, he begins discussing  a certain "tenth planet," 

including its distance from the sun, orbit speed, and mass, as well as the names of the 

discoverer and other individuals involved. After a lengthy description, he states that the 

entire story was from the imagination of a certain Russian science fiction writer. Manbō 

then uses that fictional tale as part of the support for his scheme.27 He may even list 

fictional characters next to real people. Near the end of the text, Manbō holds up the 

example of Michael Servetus as one who was persecuted for speaking the truth. 

Immediately after that, he does the same with Arthur Conan Doyle's fictional British 

professor George Challenger.28 The humor in these situations is sometimes taken a step 

further. In the case of Professor Challenger, Manbō not only links him to the experiences 

                                                 
25 ホラふき or ホラ吹き. Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 286.  
26 父っちゃんは大変人 
27 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 288. 
28 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 296. 
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of a real martyr for truth, but actually gives his stamp of approval to Challenger's 

fictional conviction that "there is a lost world in which dinosaurs still live."29 

Kita implements the technique of throwing in quick and subtle off-the-wall comments 

in this section as well. During their search for hyperbole, the company determines that 

men with abnormally wide trousers may be aliens with multiple legs on each side. On one 

occasion they find a fellow wearing just such trousers, and upon pulling up his pant legs, 

discover that, "unfortunately, the man had no legs at all."30 Kita is venturing into 

potentially dangerous territory here. Even in 1960s Japan, before the culture of political 

correctness had taken hold, laughing at a man with no legs would have been viewed as 

being in bad taste. In particular, it was still soon enough after World War Two that there 

were many men in Japan who had lost limbs in battle. Kita makes a wise decision here to 

move on to the next topic quickly, leaving the focus on the silly and embarrassing 

mistake that the employees of Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. have made, and not allowing 

the disabled man himself to be become the object of humor. 

Other sudden incongruities are not so dangerous. In Manbō's explanation of the 

origins of hyperbole, he mentions that it was first used as part of the art of rhetoric by the 

Greeks "in an editorial about baldness or something."31 He then moves on immediately to 

a different topic. Later, an employee suggests sleeping on a park bench until someone 

"suddenly sticks a piece of twisted paper up your nose." The reason is that a person who 

did so would undoubtedly be an alien.32 Later, Manbō describes how company employees 

                                                 
29 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 296. 
30 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 290. 
31 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 287. 
32 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 291. 
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wandered about looking for hyperbole, eventually getting their shoes soaked in rainwater. 

When the shoes dried, they became hard, requiring the men to "shave off a bit of [their] 

feet before they would fit."33 When another employee is describing the extortive price 

increases that a group of children imposed on him when he was attempting to purchase a 

worm from them, Manbō murmurs "It's because they take social studies."34 In each of 

these cases, there is no reaction from other characters to the comment, and the narration 

or conversation immediately proceeds to the next topic. 

The casual reader may skip over such comments without realizing that, while there 

may be an editorial about baldness in a modern newspaper, for example, it is unlikely that 

such would be found in ancient Greece. The reader may not at first recognize that it is 

unlikely than anyone, whether earthling or alien, would stick a twisted piece of paper up 

somebody's nose. The reader may not think long enough about social studies to recall that 

there have been repeated union battles against corporations for extortive wage increases. 

This illustrates one of the difficulties that Kita faces with his style of humor. As has been 

discussed, it is a quiet humor. It is not always obvious; Manbō delivers his lines with a 

straight face. 

In each of the above cases as well as others in "Third Planet," a certain context 

(Farber's A) is established or assumed, and then an element is introduced which 

temporarily disrupts or counteracts it (Farber's B), satisfying some desire on the part of 

the reader ([b]) (often nothing more than to be free for a moment from the sense of being 

subjected to externally imposed restrictions ([a])). Three cases in which this pattern can 

                                                 
33 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," pp. 291-292. 
34 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 294. 
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be seen are typical of many of the "Manbō versus the world" situations that Kita creates. 

In Manbō's world, there is often a reversal of the status of children and adults. The first 

case in which this is seen in "Third Planet" occurs when Manbō first suggests the name of 

the hyperbole sales company. One of his friends asks "What's the deal with the 'Third 

Planet' thing?" Before Manbō explains that Earth is the third planet in the solar system, 

and that referring to it as the third planet rather than by the name "Earth" will make it 

easier for aliens to understand which planet is being discussed, he chides the friend by 

saying "You don't get it since you don't read kids' comic books."35 

The A in this situation is the assumption that adults do not read children's comic 

books. Element [a] is likely a sense of embarrassment that would arise if it were known 

that the individual, as an adult, was reading children's books, or possibly a sense of duty 

to adhere to social norms. The desire to be free from externally imposed restrictions 

(social norms, etc.) or a more specific desire to feel free to read children's comic books 

would serve as [b]. Manbō's criticism of his friend for not reading kids' comic books, as 

well as Manbō's implied reading of such comic books himself serve as B. In reality, 

Manbō is the abnormal party, but he behaves as if it were the friend (who is in conformity 

with social norms) that was engaging in some type of inappropriate behavior. 

In the second case, one of the company's employees takes a "business trip" to the zoo. 

He stands in front of the raccoon cage for hours, hoping that he will be lucky enough to 

observe the raccoon transforming into something.36 At the end of the day as he is 

                                                 
35 Kita, Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 288. 
36 In Japanese folklore, raccoons are often magical creatures who can transform themselves or other objects, 
sometimes to benefit others, and sometimes merely to deceive. 
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preparing to go home, a single leaf flutters to his feet. Hoping that it is the work of the 

raccoon and that the leaf will turn into money, he picks it up and puts it in his wallet. He 

is observed by a group of children who ask him about it. Likely not wanting to seem silly, 

he says that it was money. This merely complicates things, as the children remind him of 

his duty to take it to the police station. He attempts to leave, but the children begin loudly 

accusing him of thievery (and even embezzlement),37 until a zoo worker arrives. Still not 

wanting to seem foolish, he hands the worker the thousand-yen bill that had been in his 

wallet from the beginning, eventually returning home with nothing but a dry leaf to his 

name.38 As with the previous case, the humor is provided by a reversal of the roles of 

child and adult. The grownup company employee is silly and irrational, while the 

children are strong and sophisticated. 

In the third case, another employee sees a group of children in the park poking a 

worm with a stick. As he approaches, he hears the worm chirping, and believes he has 

found an exaggeration (or rather, truth that seems like exaggeration) that the company 

can sell. He attempts to chase the children away, but they would not budge, though they 

offer to sell him the worm. He agrees quickly, but the children perceive his intense desire 

to have the worm, and begin raising the price on him, talking about "doubling their 

income."39 He finally pays their high price (though he claims to have played his 

"strongest card"), and takes the worm back to the company office. Another comic 

reversal is introduced at that point when it is discovered that the worm is not making a 

                                                 
37 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 292. 
38 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 292. 
39 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 294. 
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sound, but rather the employee had gotten a fly or a gnat or some other such insect stuck 

in his ear.40 In this case as well, the children seem to possess a higher degree of maturity 

than the grownup, and get the better of him completely. 

There is also an element in each case that brings the reader back to normalcy, in a 

sense restoring the reign of common sense and ordinary expectations. In the first, Manbō 

reminds his friends that the story he tells about the tenth planet (something that every 

reader of kids' comics knows about) is "nothing but the imagination of a writer," and that 

the tenth planet "is blatant exaggeration,"41 thus minimizing the importance of that 

information; in other words, the knowledge that children have really isn't that important. 

In the second case, the employee's wan smile as he leaves the zoo signals to the reader 

that he realizes his own silliness.42 In the third, the reaction of other employees to the 

revelation that the worm did not, in fact, chirp, signals not only their recognition that the 

specific incident had been rather foolish, but at this point near the end of the chronicle, 

they finally realize the foolishness of the entire idea of selling hyperbole (and possibly 

money-making schemes in general) and abandon Manbō to one last attempt.43 

In other cases as well, normalcy is restored in the end. Manbō and his friends are 

unable to carry out their strange real estate scheme, because, as would be expected, 

nobody will sell them a tiny plot of land. The reader may find the group's plan to win an 

island and start their own country rather bizarre, but when he finds that the poem Manbō 

submitted was a dud, he is likely to think, "That's what I figured." When Manbō is chased 

                                                 
40 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 294. 
41 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 288. 
42 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 292. 
43 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 295. 
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out of a newspaper editor's office for trying to sell him "the exaggeration that 

exaggeration is completely extinct,"44 the reader can take comfort in feeling that at least a 

little sanity still reigns in the world. 

Finally, the reader can also take comfort in experiences that resonate in the essay. 

Three major types of experience common to most people can be seen repeatedly 

throughout "Third Planet." First is the tendency to make big plans but to put little effort 

into realizing those plans. Manbō and his friends are great dreamers, but they rarely get 

their hands dirty or put forth the steady, daily, mundane effort that is required to achieve 

those dreams. Wise investment in real estate is more difficult and takes longer than 

buying a few tiny plots of land and making a racket. Studying hard to pass a test to study 

overseas is more strenuous than writing a short poem and winning an island. Researching 

and investigating actual occurrences is much more tiring than lying on a park bench 

waiting for an alien to stick a piece of twisted paper in your nose. Though the plans that 

Manbō and his friends attempt to execute are rather exaggerated, most readers should be 

able to recall times in their own lives when they did much more dreaming than acting, or 

when they found themselves on the losing end of an attempt to get something for little or 

no effort. 

Even when Manbō and his cohorts do put forth effort, it often bears little fruit. Third 

Planet Hyperbole, Inc. president Manbō attempts to sell stock in the company, and does 

not even make enough money to pay for the printing. The employees wander the streets 

until their shoes are worn out, looking for exaggerations, but come up with nothing. 

                                                 
44 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 295. 
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Manbō makes one last attempt to make a sale, and is instead given the bum's rush. Even 

in their exaggerated incarnations, such experiences should resonate with readers; we all 

know how it feels to have even our best efforts go unrecognized and unrewarded. 

The third area of resonance is in silly and embarrassing mistakes. Again, the mistakes 

that Manbō and his friends make are exaggerated and often improbable, but it is not the 

specific mistake that is important, but rather the type. Most people may not believe that a 

leaf will turn into money, but who has not made a silly choice then compounded the 

damage by trying to cover it up? The reader may never have bought a worm from 

children in a park, but most adults have made a purchase of something silly that they 

subsequently regret, whether for the high price or because it does not perform as we 

hoped it would. I may not have ever gotten a bug stuck in my ear, causing me to believe 

that a worm was chirping, but I would be a liar if I claimed that I have never become 

excited and adamant about something only to find later that it was all my own 

misunderstanding.  

At the end of "Third Planet," Manbō returns to the I-novel theme. Assuming a 

facetiously dramatic pose, he states his intention to make his first I-novel "strikingly 

poignant to the reader."45 The tone of the final section is somber, but the content is not. 

As he trudges wearily through the streets, he mourns first because of a world in which 

truth cannot be spoken, but then gets to the more important question: "Will we see 

another day in which...we will be unable to speak hyperbole as well?"46 It is not the loss 

of seriousness that Manbō laments, but the loss of playfulness. Like Erasmus many 

                                                 
45 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 295. 
46 Kita, "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," p. 296. 
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centuries before him, in this early work Kita Morio begins his own Praise of Folly, an 

effort that would continue throughout the entire Manbō series. 

 

Stinginess and Extravagance 

"Kechi to zeitaku"47 (Stinginess and Extravagance) was originally published in 

Dokutoru Manbō tōchūgesha (Doctor Manbō Makes a Stopover, 1966). After the 

publication of Dokutoru Manbō kōkaiki in 1960, Kita's work had continued to sell well, 

and the popularity of his humorous and non-humorous work alike grew. There was a 

parallel development in Manbō's world as well, bringing with it both the benefits and the 

drawbacks of fame. Due in part to his rise to that fame on the back of a chronicle of his 

ocean voyage, one of the drawbacks that Manbō experienced was a reputation as one who 

enjoyed traveling, when in reality, Manbō found it vexing and bothersome. 

Regardless, Manbō finds himself taking on the assignment of writing a travel 

chronicle, which assignment serves as the premise for the writing of the essays found in 

Dokutoru Manbō tōchūgesha. The contents of the essays are held together by a thin 

thread of the travel theme, but even in individual pieces, Manbō jumps from topic to 

topic and from incident to incident, in a manner that had become his typical style. Kita's 

earlier essays, such as "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," and even Dokutoru 

Manbō kōkaiki, seemed to be formed more solidly around a plot, but within a few years 

the essays began to take on the characteristics of a type of stream of consciousness, with 

Manbō beginning in one direction, but moving off on tangents whenever some word or 

                                                 
47 ケチと贅沢. Kita Morio, "Kechi to zeitaku," Dokutoru Manbō tochū gesha (Tokyo: Chuokoron-sha, 
1995), pp. 166-180. 
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experience sparked an idea. Somehow, though, Manbō is able to find his way back to the 

original topic by the end of the essay. 

"Kechi to zeitaku" is no exception. Though Manbō eventually gets around to 

discussing travel, it does not come until half way through the essay, and through the 

entire piece he seems to wander about, in a manner that, appropriately enough for a travel 

chronicle, is something like a casual sightseer wandering the streets of a foreign town 

looking at whatever catches his eye, but not stopping for too long at any one sight. Over 

the short fifteen pages of the essay,48 Manbō's attention is caught successively by 

deadlines for writers, bargain hunting, street vendors, ceramics, cheap watch salesmen, 

blankets, taxis, blankets, abnormal cold waves, blankets again, skills in domestic affairs, 

spending habits of the rich, cheap gifts, Tiger Balm Garden, the appropriate tip for a 

bellhop, the spending habits of Japanese travelers, souvenirs, watching slides of 

somebody's trip, paying the bill at a restaurant, feeding guests at home, the 

inappropriateness of having children around when entertaining guests, the real feelings of 

people who compliment your children, the fiscal ignorance of the children of the rich, the 

frugality of the rich, his father's souvenir buying policy, his mother's souvenir buying 

policy, his mother's frugality, the pyramids of Egypt, Mark Twain, riding camels, crafty 

local guides, the manner in which camels rise from a sitting position, the Tottori Sand 

Dunes, fake tropical vegetation, Tahiti, flamed bananas, tips again, bathing habits, dirty 

underpants, box lunches on the train, counting money in a cheap hotel room, postcards, 

drinking beer and tea in a café, the cost of a beer in Okinawa, cheap dates in Singapore, 

                                                 
48 In the original Japanese. 
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the Karakoram mountain climbing party, sleeping outdoors, cow buttocks, traveling 

without money, and finally, buying cameras and jewelry in Hong Kong.49 

The essay begins with Manbō stating that he is "absolutely boiling with anger."50 

Characteristically, his "boiling" is very subdued, and the only result of that anger is that 

he begins writing the essay "even though [his] deadline is far in the future."51 If anything, 

Manbō's anger is diverted from the original target (which is not revealed until over a third 

of the way into the account) to the deadline system itself. Manbō juts out his bottom lip 

for a short paragraph, claiming that writers and publishers alike can ignore deadlines, and 

that the resulting blank pages in magazines can be used for doodling or taking memos.52 

In this same paragraph, Manbō begins a cycle of self-aggrandizement and self-

deprecation. In earlier essays, Manbō shows more of a tendency toward the former, and 

in later essays toward the latter. In "Kechi to zeitaku," he seems to be in the process of 

transitioning from one end to the other, and there is relative balance. After a show of 

strength (his claim of anger and his assertion that deadlines can be ignored), Manbō 

remarks: "Printing something I have written is of no use anyway."53 In the first incident 

he relates, he claims to have a "devilishly perceptive eye," which tells him that the 

possible contents of the unmarked boxes being sold by a street vendor are authentic 

Parker fountain pens and alligator-skin belts. Unfortunately, his eye is devilishly 

imperceptive when he buys one of the boxes, which he finds contains something that he 

                                                 
49 Surprisingly, there is no partridge in a pear tree. 
50 Kita, "Kechi to zeitaku," p. 166. 
51 Kita, "Kechi to zeitaku," p. 166. 
52 Kita, "Kechi to zeitaku," p. 166. 
53 Kita, "Kechi to zeitaku," p. 166. 
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can only describe as a stone bedpan.54 He then feigns shock that none of the young ladies 

at his favorite bar is willing to accept his "extraordinarily generous offer" of giving them 

the strange object. 

Later, Manbō finds another street vendor. Again he purchases an item, this time a 

watch that he knows is nothing more than a toy, but after buying it he examines it and 

finds that it is worth less than half of what he paid for it. Manbō remarks that the vendor 

is "a great man who would turn Japan's economic world on its head," and though a 

"reprehensible man," he was "nevertheless a fine magician."55 As he did when he shifted 

blame for the failure of his poem to win the deserted island to the judges in "Dai-san 

wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," Manbō here attempts to shift the blame for his foolish 

purchase not only to the skill, but also to the magical abilities of the vendor. Regardless, 

Manbō is left with a worthless watch. 

Manbō later makes a third purchase from a vendor on the street. This time it is a 

blanket that Manbō believes he is getting for a significant discount. When he returns 

home, however, his wife tells him that it is worth less than half of what he paid for it. At 

that point, Manbō believes that his wife is merely jealous that he had gotten such a good 

deal, showing that he was "more skilled at domestic affairs." He later has the blanket 

examined by "an expert" (though it is unclear exactly what kind of expert would be 

consulted regarding the suitable prices of blankets), who tells him that it was "even more 

worthless than what [his] wife had said."56 
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In this manner, Manbō establishes a pattern of making foolish choices (in this case, 

purchases of worthless goods) because of his overly high evaluation of his own skill and 

powers of perception. Such mistakes are likely to resonate with readers. Unlike the 

purchase of the "chirping worm" in "Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha," the three 

worthless purchases that Manbō makes are not for excessively high prices, but are for 

what he assumes are bargain prices. This expands the range of resonance; not only have 

many readers wasted money paying high prices for things they eventually regret buying, 

but it is also a common experience to spend money on a product that is assumed to be a 

great bargain, but which turns out to be a complete waste. In this aspect, Manbō is an 

excellent example of the Japanese saying Yasumonogai no zeniushinai,57 which translates 

roughly as "Penny wise and pound foolish." 

Manbō's characteristic tendency toward exaggeration and escalation of expression is 

evident in this essay as well. After the long explanation of why he has begun writing the 

essay far in advance of the deadline, Manbō finally gets to the topic of travel. After 

discussing the tipping habits of American travelers, he begins a discussion of spending 

habits in general. When he mentions the purchasing of souvenirs, he remarks that "any 

time we would visit the home of someone that had returned from a trip overseas, we 

would have to examine dozens of souvenirs, pretending that we were interested." Not 

only that, but they would be forced "to look at slides and watch movies of the trip." This 

seems to be an experience that crosses borders, and is such a common complaint that it 

has even become cliché. Manbō does not merely state that it is boring, or bothersome, or 
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annoying, but rather that it is "quite a calamity."58 This exaggeration may get a chuckle 

itself, but it is likely to be accompanied by the knowing nod of one who has felt the need 

to sit politely through a friend or family member's travelogue that is neither interesting 

nor short. 

Later, Manbō discusses the presence of children when adult guests are being 

entertained. In setting up the humor in this section, Manbō is very clear in establishing 

the context (Farber's A) and the psychological reaction to that context ([a]). Being polite 

and complimentary to one's host as well as the host's children is, of course, common 

sense, and regardless of the child, guests "will have to say things like 'Oh, how cute!'"59 

Who has not had such an experience? Many people have had the urge to say what they 

really think about other people's children ([b]). Here, Manbō does it for us (B). In 

Manbō's exaggerated world, however, rather than merely thinking "What an unattractive 

child," or "What bad manners," the guests inevitably think the child looks like an 

orangutan or an 800-year old man. In fact, if a guest comments on the cuteness of 

Manbō's own daughter, he always interprets it as "I'd love to toss that brat into a blast 

furnace."60 This increases the incongruity, and the resulting humor. For Manbō, however, 

it just makes him "terribly depressed." 

A final example of escalating expression to an exaggerated level is found in a 

discussion near the end of the essay. After explaining his mother's frugality and 

describing some of her travels, Manbō seems to take a bit of a sentimental turn, relating 
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to the reader his experiences in poverty. Of course, Manbō cannot keep the somber tone 

for too long, and he tells the reader of his experiences in high school of not bathing for 

two months, and of wearing the same shirt every day for three months straight. He also 

reveals that he wore the same underpants for all forty days he was in the Karakoram 

mountain range. It was not because he was without a change of underwear, however. It 

was because "grime helps keep the body warm," he claims, and if he had changed his 

underpants, he "probably would have fallen ill."61 

Manbō then presents five images, the first four of which express a sense of longing, 

pulling the reader into what he is likely to believe is a somber look at the experience of 

traveling with little money. The first image Manbō describes is that of being hungry as he 

rode the train in northern Japan, drawn in by the box lunch being eaten by a fellow 

passenger. The second is that of sitting in a cheap hotel in Milan, with a "lonesome 

heart," counting his little remaining money, surrounded by the "dirty, warped walls of the 

room." The third is that of sitting, again lonely, in a cafe in Belgium, writing postcards 

while drinking beer and lemon tea on his scant remaining money. The fourth is of a date 

with a girl he met in Singapore, and of giving her fifty cents as he dropped her off at her 

home.62 Immediately following this, Manbō seems to continue laying out a somber 

context, telling of the experience of the Karakoram mountain climbing party. Some of the 

members had camped out in India before returning to Japan, eating the cheapest fruit they 

could find, and sleeping "someplace that appeared to be a golf course." It is here that 

Manbō throws in the incongruity, reporting that when the group "opened their eyes in the 
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morning and looked up, they saw cow butts."63 Instead of the smell of a box lunch on the 

train, instead of the walls of a cheap hotel in a distant land, instead of the satisfaction of 

buying postcards and still having enough money left over to drink two glasses of beer and 

a glass of lemon tea, instead of the memory of a drive and a dinner with a pretty girl, 

instead of anything sentimental or romantic in any way, shape, or form, for the members 

of the mountain climbing party, "the image of those cow butts will remain vivid till the 

day they die."64 Readers are likely to have had their own experiences with romantic hopes 

gone awry. Like the young man Manbō tells of at the end of the essay, beginning a trip 

around the world only to spend all his money at his first stop, we often start with big 

hopes and dreams, only to put it to an end with our own foolish behavior, before we ever 

really get started. 

 

Sake and Exams 

In Dokutoru Manbō seishunki65 (An Account of the Adolescence of Doctor Manbō), 

published in 1968, the reader finds a Manbō who is approaching middle age, and the 

decrease in the youthful energy evident in earlier essays is beginning to show. Later 

essays consistently show Manbō more and more as a tired old man, perplexed and 

sometimes annoyed at a world that seems bent on making him stumble, but too worn out 

to do much about it. For the time being, however, Manbō's attention is turned to younger 

days, focusing chiefly on his experiences as a high school and university student. The 
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collection sold well, finishing at number six on the best seller list for that year, and it 

continues to be one of Kita's most popular books.  

The collection also marks the completion of the development of the fundamental 

Manbō character. In the essay "Sake to shiken ni tsuite,"66 the self-aggrandizement that 

peppered Kita's earlier work is almost nonexistent, and for the most part gives way to a 

steady use of the relatively straightforward self-deprecation that became one of Manbō's 

most recognizable characteristics. Manbō begins such use in the first paragraph of the 

essay, as he initiates a description of his fondness for drinking. He explains his youthful 

drinking as being the result of there not being "any women willing to warm [him] up."67  

He is more specific about his bad luck with women later when he describes his 

attendance at dances. As a college student, he decided to learn how to dance, and initially 

was only able to do Blues dancing. In addition, he had "absolutely no ear for music," so it 

always took him time to realize that he would be able to dance to the song that was 

playing. He further complicated the matter by trying to find a girl that was "just right," or 

in other words, one that was not a very good dancer. Before he could make a choice, 

however, all the girls were taken, and Manbō "would dejectedly return to the wall and 

wait for the next Blues."68 Eventually (and surprisingly, considering Manbō's typical 

physical ineptitude), he was able to master a number of dances, and began choosing more 

skilled partners. Manbō chose his dance partners based on that skill, rather than their 

looks, an approach that he admits he took with girlfriends as well, prompting a friend (the 
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mysteriously named George II) to say "Buddy, you're scraping the bottom of the 

barrel."69  

Whether because of such woes or otherwise, Manbō's interest seems to have been 

more in drinking than in female companionship. Things did not always go well with his 

drinking, however. As a young man, Manbō could not find "any women willing to warm 

[him] up," so he drank. "And not just one glass," he admits. "A lot."70 Not surprisingly, 

such heavy drinking led to a variety of misadventures for Manbō and his friends, from 

falling into giant mud puddles and becoming covered in gunk,71 to being too drunk to tell 

the difference between sake and soy sauce, resulting in shocked gagging and coughing,72 

to wasting money sending barmaids home in expensive rickshaws after the bars had 

closed.73 

However, Manbō did take up the hobby of dancing in college (partly because in 

Sendai where he attended school there was little for students to do other than "play 

pachinko or go dancing.")74 As has been mentioned, he had no ear for music, and at first 

could only do Blues dancing. This made it necessary to ask his friends over and over 

again what type of song was being played.75 Blues songs were rarely played, so Manbō 

spent most of the time standing there "waiting, pitiful and irritated, more of a wall pebble 

than a wall flower."76 Eventually he learned to differentiate the songs, and learned the 
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dances that were popular at the time. Near the end of college, he even took lessons from a 

private instructor, though Manbō speculates that she was probably just "enchanted by 

[his] perplexed countenance" rather than his potential as a dancer.77 Later in life, however, 

on the rare occasion on which Manbō would go dancing, he would "start in with a 

Quickstep at a tremendous pace," and inevitably "end up kicking the shins and stepping 

on the toes of [his] partner who can't do anything but basic rhythmic dancing," finally 

convincing him to make the decision to never dance again.78 

It is in the discussion of dancing that Manbō makes one of only two positive 

comments about himself found in this essay. Not only does he learn "all the dances that 

were big at the time," but he "even learned how to do ten difficult variations of the Tango, 

starting with the Argentine Tango."79 The mildness of this boast provides a contrast to the 

horafuki found in earlier essays that was used as a tool of introducing an incongruity to a 

context. In this case, however, the boasting (if it can really even be called that) serves as 

part of the creation of the context for the incongruity introduced in the paragraph that 

follows it, in which Manbō's assertion of skill at dancing is overturned by his "kicking the 

shins and stepping on the toes" of his partner. 

In the second half of the essay, Manbō turns to another aspect of his wayward 

schooldays: his indolence as a student. The humor, which had been very subdued in the 

first half of the essay, is somewhat more pronounced as Manbō describes the "variety of 

tactics" he used to pass his exams. The stream of self-deprecation continues as he 
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explains that "if [he] had tried to get good scores, [he] would just have gotten confused," 

so he focused on merely passing the test, and only gathered enough notes from 

classmates (since he rarely attended class himself) to allow him to reach 60 percent.80 In 

addition, Manbō gathered information from upperclassmen about questions from 

previous years then combined that data with his assessment of the psychological state of 

the professor to make a calculated guess regarding what questions would be on the exam. 

He would study the questions that had a good chance of appearing, and was somehow 

able to pass. If he did not think that his answer would get him to the 60 percent level, he 

would then marshal his literary skills to come up with some type of spurious and 

convoluted answer.81  

This tactic often worked well, but in some cases a simple answer did the trick. Once 

in an anatomy test, Manbō was faced with a question regarding the male urethra, which is 

long and complex, and about which Manbō knew nothing, preventing him from the type 

of remotely related labyrinth-like answer he would usually invent. Instead, Manbō "drew 

a quick picture of a penis, with a line going through the middle, an arrow on one end of 

the line, and wrote, simply, 'It goes through here.'" The few points he got for the answer 

were enough to get him a passing grade.82 

This, of course, is the second instance of Manbō painting himself in a positive light in 

the essay. However, his "boasting" about his talent for guessing questions that would be 

on exams, accurately estimating the number of points his answers would earn, and 
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writing ridiculous answers that would still somehow convince his instructors to give him 

points, is not serious in the sense of presenting positive traits that will induce praise from 

his audience. Its actual effect is to highlight Manbō's negatives traits of being 

unintelligent, lazy, and deceitful. Here again, of course, the reader sees the A-[a]-[b]-B 

pattern: Ordinarily, when people boast of their scholastic achievements in college, the 

hearer expects a tale of aced tests, high grade point averages, and nominations to the 

dean's list. Most of Manbō's audience (Kita's readers) will have had the experience of 

difficulties in school; even the best students struggle at times, and by definition, very few 

of us are the "best students." Most of us have at times wished there were an easier way. 

Manbō's ability to "succeed," to beat the system of study and examination by using a 

method that requires little study, and in which the student leaves the exam hall after 

reaching the minimum passing level (even if he knows the answers to more questions), 

transgresses the established norm. In the process, it temporarily satisfies the urge of the 

reader to beat the system and find an easier way, though it is of course accomplished 

vicariously through Manbō. 

The potential humor of the passage is increased by Manbō's reference to a penis. 

Most non-physicians are likely to feel that propriety forbids public discussion of male 

genitalia. Manbō not only brings up the subject, but increases the possibility that the 

reader will create a mental image of that part of the anatomy by referring to the picture 

that he drew. Such a mental image increases the impact of the incongruity, thereby 

increasing the opportunity for humor. It is, of course, merely an "opportunity," because 

the final element required for a humor event—the perceiver's playful view of the 
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incongruity—may or may not be provided. In this case, individuals who are more 

negatively sensitive to references to such body parts may find it distasteful rather than 

funny, though Manbō does not refer to it in a crude manner. 

On occasion, Manbō's malarkey has backfired on him. On a physiology exam he 

encountered a question about the Wever-Bray Effect.83 He had no idea what it was, so he 

could not invent an answer that might accidentally hit the mark. Instead, he invents a 

story about a Professor Wever who yells at his students, then creates a technique for 

preventing them from correctly guessing exam questions. Manbō finishes his response by 

explaining that this is the reason he is unable to answer the question. He failed and had to 

"retake the exam, then retake the retake, then retake the retake of the retake."84 

The key element in Manbō's response is a play on words. In Japanese, the name 

"Bray" is pronounced "burei."85 This is the same pronunciation as the word for 

"insolence" in Japanese.86 In the original Japanese, Professor Wever yells this word at his 

students when he finds that they are merely guessing at the answers. This incident leads 

to the professor's development of his "Effect," which in the play on words becomes the 

"Wever-Insolence Effect." It is a convenient coincidence that the Japanese word "burei" 

and the English word "bray" sound similar, making it possible to translate the pun in a 

coherent manner,87 something which is likely the most difficult aspect of the translation 

of humor. Approximations of cultural contexts can be found relatively easily; words that 

                                                 
83 A theory, formulated by Ernest Wever and Charles Bray in 1930, that suggests that sound frequencies are 
transmitted directly over the auditory nerve to the brain. 
84 Kita, "Sake to shiken ni tsuite," p. 295. 
85 ブレイ 
86 無礼 
87 See the footnote on page 308 of the Appendix. 
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are pronounced the same and have the same meaning in two languages as different as 

Japanese and English are not so easy to come by. 

Manbō spends almost the entire essay describing his slovenly and irresponsible 

behavior, as well as his laziness in his studies at medical school, creating the possibility 

that his audience will be left with a sense of chaos, and that Manbō (and by connection all 

psychiatrists) was ill-prepared to treat patients. For many humorists and comedians, 

creating a disruption through the introduction of an incongruity then leaving the audience 

in that state of disorder, without a return to a sense of normalcy and stability, is the 

normal pattern. In Manbō's world, however, this is not acceptable, and he spends the final 

paragraphs of the essay reassuring his readers that, while he did only what he had to 

regarding subjects that were not directly related to psychiatry, in his field of specialty he 

was as well read as anyone, and further, not only was he "raised in the midst of crazy 

people" at the mental hospital his family operated, but he's "got psychological disorders" 

himself.88 When his writing career made it impossible to keep up on developments in 

psychiatry, he decided to quit practicing completely. "Regardless of how haphazard and 

irresponsible I seem," he concludes, "I try to keep a certain degree of logical coherence in 

my life."89 The ride that Manbō takes us on may stop at some strange places, and the car 

he drives may be a bit rickety, but he keeps to a reasonable speed, and his passengers can 

always feel confident that they are never in danger. 

                                                 
88 Kita, "Sake to shiken ni tsuite," p. 299. 
89 Kita, "Sake to shiken ni tsuite," p. 300. 
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New Year's Cards and Chain Letters: A Three-essay Sequence 

There was a decrease in the frequency of Manbō work in the 1970s as Kita worked on 

a variety of projects, including a sequel to his debut novel Yūrei,90 collections of 

interviews with writers such as Endō Shūsaku and Agawa Hiroyuki, a collection of 

conversations with his older brother about their father (he was later to write a four-

volume biography), fairy tales, and a travel chronicle. This was followed by a surge in 

Manbō essays that continued for a decade as Kita tried to recover from the devastating 

financial losses of his ill-fated foray into the stock market in the late 1970s. Manbō 

essays were faster and easier to write than junbungaku, and sold better as well, so it was 

where Kita always went when he was strapped for cash. 

In 1988, Kita published Manbō suizokukan (Manbō Acquarium),91 a collection of 

short essays on a variety of subjects. The work discussed in this section—"New Year's 

Letters and Chain Letters"—is, properly speaking, a group of three mini-essays that are 

linked closely, with the content overlapping as one mini-essay ends and the next begins. 

Kita often uses this technique, especially in the case of a collection of original essays that 

were not previously published in magazines or newspapers. Each of them can be read 

separately, but in many instances each one builds on the preceding one, so more can be 

gained by reading them together. The three in this sequence are clearly meant to be read 

in that manner. 

                                                 
90 Kodama (木精), 1975. 
91 マンボウ水族館 
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The first of the three mini-essays is "How I Spent New Year's Eve and New Year's 

Day."92 In it, Manbō describes two experiences eating out and shopping with his daughter 

on New Year's Eve. By the late 1980s, both Kita Morio and Manbō had taken their first 

steps into senior citizenship, and it is evident in the Manbō essays of that period. The 

reader sees a Manbō who is, to quote Jethro Tull, "too old to rock 'n' roll," but still "too 

young to die."93 The pace is leisurely, and even when Manbō is reminiscing about his 

youth, the young Manbō seen in retrospect seems tired. The type of self-deprecation seen 

in early work is not absent, but for the most part it is extremely mild, limited to such 

comments as "I'm the kind of fellow who asks little of food, clothing, and housing,"94 "I 

was depressed, and lollygagged around," or "I'm stingy,"95 comments which are even 

questionable as true self-deprecation. 

On the other hand, it is clear that Manbō is tired, and he gives example after example 

of how the world (and others who live in that world) seems to be set up to work against 

him. In true Little Man fashion, Manbō does not face major tragedy, but rather stumbles 

in his effort to do the little, mundane things. On New Year's Eve, Manbō decides to take 

his young daughter out for a nice meal, since they had never eaten out together before. 

Arriving in the bustling Shibuya area of Tokyo, he finds that the fancy European-style 

restaurant to which he had intended to go was closed.96 Reluctantly, he searches for 

another restaurant, and finds a place that looks nice from the outside, but inside is cheap 
                                                 
92 "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu" (私の暮と正月). Kita Morio, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," Manbō 
suizokukan (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1988), pp. 69-73. 
93 From the song "Too Old to Rock' n' Roll, Too Young to Die." Lyrics by Ian Anderson. Copyright 1976, 
Chrysalis Records. 
94 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 70. 
95 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 71. 
96 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 69. 
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and shabby. His daughter orders crab salad, which he thinks might be nice, but it takes a 

long time to come, and when it eventually does, it is nothing but "a tiny bit of canned 

crab sitting on top of a bit of lettuce." His plan to treat his daughter to something special 

ends up "a complete failure."97 

Of course, the world conspiring against Manbō to defy his plans is nothing new. What 

is new, however, is Manbō's reaction to it. Unlike early work in which Manbō would 

fight back a bit, or at least try to justify his actions, he now quietly accepts defeat and 

moves on. After finding the fancy restaurant closed, Manbō does not rail on the 

proprietor or society, slowly exaggerating his facetious complaints until they take a step 

into absurdity as the younger Manbō was wont to do. Instead, he states simply that 

"There was nothing we could do about it," and searches for somewhere else to eat.98 

When he finds that the crab salad is nothing special and is barely even a salad, he does 

not concoct a bizarre scheme to get something else out of the waiter, but merely asks his 

daughter if she wants to order anything else. She says the salad is enough, and he lets it 

go at that.99 

Years later—the New Year's Eve before Manbō writes the essay, to be exact—he and 

his daughter again go out for an evening on the town. After a bit of shopping, they sit 

down in a coffee shop and talk. At this point, the reader sees the old Manbō begin to 

appear. After his daughter comments about how well they get along, Manbō says "Ninety 

percent of your blood is from me, so it's natural that we would get along." He continues 

                                                 
97 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," pp. 70-71. 
98 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 69. 
99 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 70. 
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by saying "You know, you're really cute. You're just like the Moon Princess. That's also 

because my blood constitutes ninety percent of--" at which point his daughter cuts him 

off, saying "Papa, shush. Everybody will think you're weird."100 In earlier times, Manbō 

would have received this manzai-like tsukkomi, bringing him back to normalcy, only 

after he had finished his cycle of escalation. Now, he isn't even able to finish his 

"routine." He cannot fight back with anything more than a quiet "you and I really do get 

along well. I'll bet your mother is jealous."101  

On this same outing, something rare happens: Manbō gets a good deal shopping. It 

appears for the moment that the world is not always against him, and he gets a significant 

discount on one of his favorite New Year's dishes, herring roe.102 He is initially scolded 

by his wife, who says that she had already told him that they had some at home, but even 

his "scary old wife" gets in a good mood when she hears of the discount. Has Manbō 

finally made up for the chirping worms, the stone bedpans, and the toy watches? 

Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, the answer is no. Manbō stays up until four o'clock in 

the morning watching movies, and when his wife finally drags him out of bed after a few 

hours of sleep, he is still so groggy that he does not even "recognize the taste of the 

herring roe that [he] had purchased at such an astounding discount."103 The world and 

everything in it (including Manbō himself) have conspired once again to keep the Little 

Man even from the smallest of pleasures. 

                                                 
100 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 72. 
101 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 73. 
102 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," pp. 71-72. 
103 Kita, "Watashi no kure to shōgatsu," p. 73. 
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"New Year's Pain"104 begins where the previous mini-essay ends, with the agony of 

getting up on New Year's Day. The pain does not stop when his "scary old wife" wakes 

him up, however. New Year's cards are waiting. Hundreds, if not thousands of them, to 

be read and many of them requiring replies. When he was young, Manbō hated the 

formality of New Year's cards, so he never sent any, but as a famous writer he is 

obligated at least to respond to individuals to whom he owes a debt of gratitude. Of 

course, Manbō is now not only lazy, but old and tired, so he must rev up his creative 

engines and find a way out of the task. A number of years earlier, the year after his father 

died, he had merely sent out postcards with "In Mourning" printed on them, as is the 

custom in Japan. This seemed like a convenient idea, so he sent similar postcards to those 

he felt obligated to for the next three or four years, even though members of his family 

were not actually dying year after year. Eventually, however, someone sent him a letter 

apologizing for sending New Year's greetings when Manbō was in mourning. Feeling 

guilty, Manbō discontinued the practice.105 

With Manbō's next effort-saving idea, the reader finds the highlight of the New Year's 

series: the Almighty Postcard. With so many cards and letters arriving during the time he 

was at the peak of his popularity (here he inserts a bit of what can be viewed as self-

deprecation when he refers to himself as a "Better Seller Writer," "not a 'Best Seller 

Writer,' but a better seller than most"106), there was no way he could write individual 

replies to all of them. Instead, he created a pre-printed card with options such as various 

                                                 
104 "Shōgatsu no kurushisa" (正月の苦しさ). Kita Morio, "Shōgatsu no kurushisa," Manbō suizokukan 
(Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1988), pp. 74-78. 
105 Kita, "Shōgatsu no kurushisa," p. 75. 
106 Kita, "Shōgatsu no kurushisa," p. 75. 
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seasonal greetings, congratulations or condolences on birthdays, passing or failing a test, 

getting married, and getting divorced. The card ends with general well wishes, then a 

picture of a frog sleeping in a futon (Manbō explains that one of his nicknames as a child 

was "Frog," due to his puffy eyelids), and next to it the words "MORIO: In bed." Manbō 

would merely need to circle the appropriate options and sign it, and hand it to his 

secretary to be addressed and sent.107 Theoretically, he could pair congratulations with 

divorces and condolences with marriages, something that would not be out of character 

for Manbō, and which is a possibility that many readers, knowing that character, are 

likely to have picked up on as well. 

Naturally, sending such a card (B) goes against normal societal expectations both for 

formality as well as for at least a show of heartfelt greetings in personal correspondence 

(A). Anyone who has felt the pressure of writing and sending Christmas cards ([a]), for 

example, in the middle of a busy holiday season, is likely to at least think for a moment 

that this might be a good idea ([b]). He or she may also feel a bit guilty about wanting to 

send grandma a pre-printed card with greetings merely circled. Manbō helps us feel a 

little better about it though, since now we know that we're not the only ones. And, if 

nothing else, at least we only thought about it; Manbō actually sent them. 

The final mini-essay, "Chain Letters,"108 combines elements that were prominent in 

early Manbō essays with an introduction to an attitude that would become more visible as 

Manbō entered the twenty-first century. Manbō begins by describing a strange chain 

                                                 
107 Kita, "Shōgatsu no kurushisa," p. 76. 
108 "Kō/fukō no tegami" (幸・不幸の手紙). Kita Morio, "Kō/fukō no tegami," Manbō suizokukan (Tokyo: 
Shinchosha, 1988), pp. 79-83. 
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letter that he receives from the United States, a letter that claims that those who continue 

the chain will have good fortune (and it is implied that it will be monetary in nature), at 

the same time making it clear that those who break the chain will have ill fortune (with 

the less-than-subtle suggestion that it could include death).109 

Unlike the first two mini-essays, Manbō pushes back a bit against the world. He 

complains that such letters are "trying to force you to do something," and claims that he 

doesn't believe in such things. The reader sees, however, that Manbō is not quite as firm 

in his convictions as he asserts. Immediately after telling his readers "I don't believe in 

this kind of thing," he admits "it's still vaguely bothering me." Then, two paragraphs later 

he says "I don't want to die because of a single letter."110 In a manner similar to his 

assertion that the watch salesman in "Kechi to zeitaku" was "a great man who would turn 

Japan's economic world on its head," and though a "reprehensible man," was 

"nevertheless a fine magician,"111 Manbō seems to be attempting to throw his 

succumbing to superstition into a better light by claiming that the writer of the chain 

letter had committed "quite an intellectual crime."112 It was not his own foolishness, but 

rather the extraordinary talent of the creator of the letter that is at fault, Manbō seems to 

be saying. The reader, of course, knows better, because he has had his own experience 

wondering vaguely if he should be just a little bit more careful than usual on Friday the 

13th, or if he really should take the long way around the ladder, and he knows in the 

instance of wondering that it is a silly idea. He wonders nonetheless. 

                                                 
109 Kita, "Kō/fukō no tegami," pp. 79-81. 
110 Kita, "Kō/fukō no tegami," p. 81. 
111 Kita, "Kechi to zeitaku," p. 169. 
112 Kita, "Kō/fukō no tegami," p. 81. 
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In his discussion of the chain letter—or more accurately, the "Letter of Ill Fortune"—

Manbō states that he is "a person who has decided not to have a funeral, and who likes to 

talk about wakes and funerals."113 With this statement he is introducing a theme that 

would dominate much of his later work. The reader of the Manbō series has at this point 

seen a young, slightly over-the-top Manbō fighting (subdued though it was) against the 

world, a more relaxed Manbō still wishing there were an easier way, then a tired Manbō 

who merely shrugs his shoulders at the fiery arrows of life and moves on. Now, the 

reader begins to see a Manbō who has turned his attention to death. In Manbō's world, 

however, even death is not to be taken too seriously, as will be seen in the next section. 

 

No Wake, No Funeral, No Memorial Service 

In March 2001, Kita Morio published Manbō yuigonjō,114 the title of which could be 

translated as "Manbō's Last Will and Testament." Manbō is ready to die, and actually, he 

has been ready to die for a number of years, preparing and hoping for that day.115 For 

some reason, however, death has eluded him. As usual, the world is against him, and the 

more he hopes to die, the less likely it looks. Regardless, he prepares this literary last will 

and testament and presents it to the world. 

                                                 
113 Kita, "Kō/fukō no tegami," p. 81. 
114 マンボウ遺言状 
115 The first essay in the collection is titled "I Didn't Want to See the Twenty-first Century" (二十一世紀は

見たくなかった). 
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In "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu" (No Wake, No Funeral, No Memorial 

Service),116 the Little Man has become the Little Old Man, and he is worn out. The 

energy that once allowed him to devise bizarre money-making schemes and take ocean 

voyages, to push through crowds to buy stone bedpans and climb mountains, to spend all 

his money on high-priced stocks and walk on ice sheets in the frozen north, is gone, and 

even just moving around is painful. Though he was always rather lazy and decidedly 

intent on avoiding the expenditure of any more effort than was absolutely necessary, at 

this point in Manbō's life, nearly everything is a bother. 

Manbō states at the beginning of the essay that even in the midst of depression, he 

had never become suicidal. Now with the constant pain that he is in from the ravages of 

old age, he has "started to think that maybe suicide would be okay." Why doesn't he do 

it? Part of it is that he only thinks that suicide would be okay "if it didn't hurt."117 Though 

he has a "faint desire to commit suicide," he's "a wimp," a quality that "does have its 

benefits," in that it has "prevented [him] from doing bad things, even if [he] wanted to, 

and from killing people, even if [he] wanted to."118 The reader is here treated to a little bit 

of the quick and somewhat subtle exaggeration that was so common in the young Manbō. 

Though the reader is likely to recognize that having a desire to do something that he or 

she knows is wrong but to be prevented by one's weakness or fear from carrying it out is 

common, it is not likely that something as extreme as murder would be included in the 

"bad things" to which Manbō alludes. This is particularly true when one considers that 

                                                 
116 通夜、葬式、偲ぶ会はやらず. Kita Morio, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," Manbō yuigonjō 
(Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), pp. 53-66. 
117 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 54. 
118 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 55. 
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Manbō has shown no inclination toward violence of any kind. Reading this passage, we 

may remember a time in which we thought "Why, I oughta..." but did not do what we 

thought we oughta, not because we did not want to, but because we feared unpleasant 

consequences. Once again, Manbō lets us know that we aren't the only ones. 

It should not be surprising at this point that Manbō's discussion of death is not 

gloomy, but is rather nonchalant and matter-of-fact. It is difficult to call it "dark humor," 

because there is little of darkness here. Further, the comic approach to death appears to be 

hereditary. Manbō features four poems by his father Saitō Mokichi in the opening part of 

the essay, each of which deals with death in not only a humorous, but even a mocking 

tone, whether it is the romanticized suicide of teenagers119 or of a famous writer who 

hanged himself with his young lover, their "Two corpses hanging/Decomposing on the 

rope/Swinging to and fro."120 Manbō himself mocks his father, asserting that Mokichi 

was merely "mad that he didn't have a pretty young girl who was willing to commit 

suicide with him."121 

Part of the reason that Manbō wants to die may be that he just wants to be let alone. 

As mentioned, everything has become a bother. He wishes that his wife would not 

remodel the house—his bedroom in particular.122 In fact, it is not only the remodeling 

itself, but the worry about where his wife has gotten the money to do it with, whether it is 

to make the bathroom and dining room barrier free to accommodate his physical 

deterioration, or to put up new wallpaper to cover the stained walls and smoke-darkened 

                                                 
119 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," pp. 54-55. 
120 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 55. 
121 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 55. 
122 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 56. 
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ceiling of his bedroom. Rather than being able to die peacefully in familiar surroundings, 

his "worries increase even more."123 

Manbō does not want a wake, a funeral, or a memorial service; even though he would 

be the most relaxed person in attendance, it still seems like too much of a bother. One 

source of his reluctance to authorize his family to give gifts in return for the traditional 

funeral offerings that would be received after his death is his own experience trying to 

prepare for death. As part of Manbō's preparations, he has been giving away his earthly 

possessions. Some of these were letters and other things he had received from famous 

writers Kawabata Yasunari and Mishima Yukio, which he donated to the Setagaya 

Literary Museum. Relieved to have parted with some of his burdens, he was a bit 

perplexed when he found that he was to receive a certificate of appreciation and a medal 

from the mayor of Setagaya, adding to his possessions again. If he wanted to refuse, he 

would still have to go to the bother of writing a letter of explanation and writing his 

signature and affixing his family seal. As he states, "Making a simple donation is tough 

for an old man in physical pain."124 Even the pleasure of friends visiting when he is ill is 

lessened by the effort of feeling obligated to act in good spirits so that they will not worry. 

"You're consoled, of course," he says, "but more than that you get tired."125 If nothing 

else, death is a sure cure for such dilemmas. 

After learning of her father's inclusion in his will of his desire that his family not hold 

a wake or a funeral for him, Manbō's daughter tells him "Papa, even if it's not in your will, 

                                                 
123 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 57. 
124 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 58. 
125 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 59. 
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we'll at least give you a wake." Later, however, she comes to him and tells him "Since 

there's nobody left to mourn you, I've decided that we won't have a wake or a memorial 

service."126 This introduces one of the prominent themes addressed by the elderly Manbō: 

his generation is disappearing, and even those who are left are forgotten and irrelevant. 

At one point in the essay, Manbō begins reminiscing about the children of some of his 

friends. He remembers telling Agawa Sawako (the daughter of writer Agawa Hiroyuki) 

when she was a skinny young girl that "she would, without a doubt, be fat when she grew 

up." Unfortunately (for Manbō), she never got fat, a fact that he finds "rather boring."127 

In more recent years, Sawako worked as an assistant to writer Endō Shūsaku. On one 

occasion, Manbō meets with Endō and Sawako at a restaurant for an interview. In good 

Manbō fashion, the elderly Manbō was "determined to get a free meal."128 Again in good 

Manbō fashion, the meal backfires on him, however, when he begins choking on a drink. 

Sawako gently rubs his back, and when he teases her saying "you're so kind. I'd like to 

marry you," she says nothing. Manbō comments that even if she was not complimentary, 

she could at least have said "Anyone but you!"129 He has faded so much from relevance 

in the world that even his flirting is ignored. 

It is not only Manbō himself who has faded away. As Agawa Sawako's career was on 

the rise, that of her father was on the decline, even to the point that people joked that if he 

called a well-known literary magazine and said "This is Agawa Hiroyuki," nobody would 

                                                 
126 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 56. 
127 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," pp. 59-60. 
128 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 60. 
129 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 60. 
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recognize the name, but if he said "This is Sawako's dad," they would figure it out.130 

Even the language that Manbō loves is beginning to be a thing of the past. Though he 

admits that he was not a religious man, he did read the Bible somewhat as a young man. 

He found the Psalms to be "wonderfully beautiful." The modern colloquial Japanese 

translation, however, is "not at all beautiful." Manbō regrets that the translation had not 

been done by Endō Shūsaku or Yashiro Seiichi, who, like most of Manbō's generation, 

have "already passed away."131 Their heyday is long past, and now, Manbō comments, 

even he is "surprisingly unknown."132 

Manbō does not lament his increasing sense of irrelevance; there seems to be little 

that he does lament with any vehemence. Little Old Man Manbō has, for the most part, 

accepted his fate, and where he would once have pushed back a bit against the world, he 

now merely notes the attack and moves on. The first indication of this tendency is in the 

opening passage, when Manbō states that he had "never once become suicidal."133 

Though he goes on to say that his pain had gotten him to think that maybe it wasn't such a 

bad idea, it is more practical than emotional (when he speaks of the pain of getting old, 

he is referring to physical pain). Regardless, it is not enough to push him to carry it out, 

and in fact, he spends the next few paragraphs making fun of suicide through his father's 

poems, as has been discussed. 

Later, Manbō discusses his reluctance to have his room remodeled, and that he 

actually prefers it to remain in a dirty state. "Being in a place you're used to is the best," 

                                                 
130 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 60. 
131 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 64. 
132 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 61. 
133 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 54. 
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he says, "even if it's dirty." Things are fine the way they are, and nothing needs to be 

changed. It is not that Manbō would not prefer some things to be different. When his 

daughter tells him that they would not hold a memorial service for him but "instead 

would just accept the funeral offerings," he wants to bellow at her for her shamelessness, 

but he "just [doesn't] have the energy to yell."134 He thinks that taking money like that is 

"the kind of thing that you shouldn't do even if your poverty drove you out onto the 

streets," but tired as he is, she gets her way.135 His acceptance of the way things are is not 

necessarily whole-hearted, but is rather reluctant; he is simply too old and tired to do 

anything about it, so why bother? 

When Manbō no longer even has the physical strength to write long pieces anymore, 

he resigns himself to writing a mere synopsis of a long story he had begun years earlier, 

but which sat unfinished.136 He has been preparing to die for a number of years,137 and by 

presenting his tired and aching body for public view in his Last Will and Testament, he is 

giving his "final bit of service to the world." His reason for writing about his 

"slovenliness and [his] wanting to die" is that maybe it "will give solace to some 

people."138 One last time, Manbō puts a half-hearted spin on his imperfections. 

Manbō finishes his essay by describing a translation into modern Japanese that had 

been done by Nobel Prize winner Kawabata Yasunari. The writing was poor, and there 

were "mistranslations scattered about." Manbō believes that the translation had actually 

                                                 
134 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 57. 
135 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 57. 
136 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 62. 
137 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 58. 
138 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 62. 
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been done by a ghost writer. Manbō's final comment is "It was probably too much of a 

bother for Kawabata to review, so he just handed it over to the publisher."139 

It is possible that Manbō is merely projecting here, interpreting Kawabata's actions 

through the filter of his own. Manbō's approach to his own flaws and imperfections, to 

the dirty walls and smoke-darkened ceilings of life, to the messiness of interpersonal 

relationships, had developed into one of reluctantly accepting whatever the world threw 

at him. Even as a young man, Manbō would sometimes grumble and bluster about his 

suffering in the world, but more often than not he did nothing about it. There was no need 

to seek revenge against an antagonistic world. It was what it was, and the best strategy 

was to stay under the radar as much possible. Whether as a student just discovering what 

he wanted to do, a middle-aged writer at the peak of his career, an aging writer just 

beginning to slow down, or an old man in the late twilight of his career, it is simply too 

much of a bother for Manbō to try to fix any of it, or to rage against the common lot of all 

mankind. It is easier just to float lazily on the surface of life's ocean like a giant sunfish, 

carried along by the whims of the tide. 

                                                 
139 Kita, "Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu," p. 66. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

There is abundant evidence that "having a sense of humor about oneself is 

psychologically healthy." Humor, in fact, "is essential to maintaining a healthy outlook 

on things."1 There is a comforting, even a healing element available in some types of 

humor. Nakamura cites Oda Masayoshi in describing humor which is "laughter that saves 

people."2 Elsewhere, Nakamura writes that "[l]aughter produces a favorable effect both 

physically and mentally. Psychological therapy is only one example of this. A smile as an 

unspoken expression of love, humor based on compassion. Communication centered on 

that type of laughter moves society along smoothly, and heals a tired world."3 

The way we feel is not necessarily directly connected to what is happening to us or 

around us. As Allen Klein observes in The Healing Power of Humor, "[m]uch of the 

suffering we experience is not a result of our difficulties but how we view them. It is not 

so much the actual event that causes us pain as how we relate to it."4 Because the spirit of 

humor is "incompatible with both hero worship and fear,"5 individuals who adopt a comic 

view of the world do not take themselves, nor the vicissitudes of life, overly seriously. 

Morreall quotes Victor Frankl as saying that "[h]umor more than anything else in the 

                                                 
1 Morreall, 1983, p. 106. 
2 Nakamura, p. 34. 
3 Nakamura, p. 6. 
4 Allen Klein, The Healing Power of Humor (New York: Tarcher/Putnam, 1989), p. 7. 
5 Morreall, 1983, p. 102. 
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human make-up can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, if only 

for a few seconds."6  

Though there are difficult things in life that can be changed, there are, of course, 

things that cannot—or cannot easily—be changed. It is the common lot of all humanity 

that certain things in life must be endured until the day we die (and physical death is one 

of those elements in the human experience that cannot be avoided); others can and do 

change, but in a painfully slow manner. Such elements of life can become a crushing 

burden. Humor, however, "offers a way out before we reach…desperate states. Once we 

find some comedy in our chaos, we are no longer caught up in it, and our problems 

become less of a burden."7 Note that Klein does not say that our problems are eliminated, 

but rather that humor can ease the weight that we feel from them. "Laughter has an ability 

to release human beings from their burdens," writes Inoue Hiroshi, director of the Japan 

Society for Laughter and Humor Studies. "If we can laugh at ourselves—that is, at our 

unhappiness and depression—we will be able to feel as if we are being released from a 

burden. If we can laugh away our failures, we will recover ourselves much more 

quickly."8 The problem may be unavoidable, but the emotional burden is not. 

A comic view of the world, then, is liberating: 

The humorous attitude now begins to sound like what has traditionally been called 
the "philosophical attitude," and indeed the comparison is enlightening. The 
person who looks at his life philosophically does not let his emotions color his 
view; he is distanced, as we have been saying, from the practical aspects of his 
situation. And this calmness makes his assessment of his situation more objective, 
more like that of an unbiased observer. In both respects the humorous attitude is 

                                                 
6 Morreall, 1983, p. 104. As quoted in Horace M. Kallen, Liberty, Laughter, and Tears (Dekalb: Northern 
Illinois University Press, 1968), p. 365. 
7 Klein, p. 16. 
8 Inoue, pp. 28-29. 
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like the philosophical: the person who can appreciate the humor in his own 
situation is liberated from the dominance of his emotions, and so he has a more 
objective view of himself.9 
 

Aside from actual physical pain brought on by injury or illness, it is not our 

circumstances that hurt us, but our emotions. Emotions are not tools of cognition, and 

constitute a highly unreliable filter through which to view the world. They can be a 

pleasant payoff as a reaction to stimuli, but they can just as easily bring suffering or 

motivate us to head in an undesirable direction. Emotions may be good passengers, but 

they are horrible drivers. Humor can serve as a tool for keeping emotions in a more 

helpful role, "giving us distance and perspective."10  

Dr. Samuel Shem has pointed out that "[o]ne of the few ways to deal with a high-

stress situation that you can't escape is to make fun of it."11 In his own treatment of 

patients, Victor Frankl utilized what he called "paradoxical therapy," in which he would 

attempt to exaggerate a problem in the eyes of the patient to the point where it would 

become funny to the patient. When the problem became funny, the patient would have 

gained some distance from a problem that he or she had previously been overwhelmed by, 

and would then be able to deal with it rationally.12 When the problem becomes funny, it 

no longer seems so intimidating; rather than controlling us, we control it. As John 

Morreall has written, "[t]he person with a sense of humor can never be fully 

dominated...for his ability to laugh at what is incongruous...will put him above it to some 

                                                 
9 Morreall, 1983, pp. 105-106. 
10 Morreall, 1983, p. 104. 
11 As cited in Klein, p. xx. 
12 Morreall, 1983, p. 107. 
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extent, and will preserve a measure of his freedom."13 Regardless of what physical 

constraints a person is limited by, an appreciation for humor can remove the 

psychological chains that prevent that person from being happy. 

Joel Cohn has observed that Japan's comic fiction has a "tendency for its authorial 

self-mockery (especially in narratives where the comic observer and observed coincide) 

to be reflected in the downward trajectory of the protagonist's fortunes so common in 

shōsetsu, and a preference for narrative structures in which events are not, and cannot be, 

concluded happily."14 Though the events cannot be concluded happily, humor allows 

them to be endured with a lessened psychological burden. Though even the conventional 

I-novel comes in a variety of flavors, many I-novelists (or rather their authorial personas) 

wallow in the tragedy of their lives, frequently giving the reader the sense that they take 

themselves far too seriously. (Tomi Suzuki has written of the "self-destructive I-

novel."15) Naturally, this can serve as a warning, a negative example that teaches the 

reader what not to do, but it can also leave the reader with the attitude sometimes found 

on bumper stickers, that "Life Sucks, Then You Die." L-novelists such as Kita Morio (or 

rather, their authorial personas) instead tend to laugh at and enjoy the tragedy of their 

lives, making it clear that they do not take themselves too seriously, and using themselves 

as the object of laughter. While they do not deny the difficulties in life that are addressed 

by the conventional I-novelists, their view of those difficulties is different. It is as if they 

                                                 
13 Morreall, 1983, p. 101. 
14 Cohn, pp. 190-191. 
15 Suzuki, p. 63. 
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have modified the bumper sticker to read "Life Sucks, But That's Okay." In a sense, then, 

the L-novel is a type of "cure" for the I-novel, its more somber cousin. 

Near the end of Kita's essay collection Manbō yuigonjō, Manbō says: 

I think it's good that there are a few weak and slovenly writers like me who say 
that they want to die. If I write a lot of things like this, my readers might 
misunderstand, but in reality I think that elderly people who are trying to live 
bravely, writers who push the pain of their illnesses to the side to keep working, 
and other such individuals, are praiseworthy. They give hope to people. 

However, it is also true that there are sick people who really do believe that it 
would be better if they died. I think that if somebody like me is out there 
screaming "I wanna die! I wanna die!" it might rescue them a bit. That's why I 
write such things. This really is my final bit of service to the world.16 

 
Readers of Kita's work often get the sense that he does not trust people who are too 

serious or who cannot view themselves with a bit of irony.17 In his Manbō series, Kita 

provides the reader with a concrete example of how to take just such a view. In the 

generosity of his heart (of which he frequently boasts), Manbō holds himself up as an 

exaggerated version of the human imperfection and struggles of life that each person born 

into mortality experiences. In the process of laughing at Manbō, we learn to laugh at 

ourselves, and rather than feeling sorry for ourselves, that laughter "focuses us outward." 

It "expands our vision and gives us a new way of seeing our situation,"18 teaching us to 

take a playful view. Manbō's quiet exaggerations and perplexed mumbling disrupt our 

expectations for a moment, but the ultimate effect is to return us to our normal state,19 

whatever that state may be. 

                                                 
16 Kita Morio, "Yume no anrakushi byōin," Manbō yuigonjō (Tokyo: Shinchosha, 2001), pp. 220-221. 
17 Muramatsu, p. 14. 
18 Klein, p. 21. 
19 Nakamura, p. 25. 
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Finally, there is a sense of companionship in Manbō's world. All creation seems to 

conspire against him at times, but it is against us as well. The reader finds that he isn't the 

only one who has made silly purchases—over and over again. We remember being 

tripped up by our own vanity when we read of Manbō's tall clogs. We may think twice 

about putting on our "rally caps" the next time our favorite baseball team is down by 

three runs in the bottom of the ninth inning. We are likely to give a knowing nod and a 

wry grin when we read of Manbō, old and tired, just wishing that life were not such a 

bother. Manbō is every person who has ever suffered because of his own mistakes, 

because of the actions of others, or because life is the way it is. He is every man and 

every woman who has ever done something silly, become frustrated, felt embarrassed, or 

sat perplexed, wondering what exactly it is that he or she did wrong this time. As Allen 

Klein has written, "when you come down to it, we are all in the same boat; to one extent 

or another, we are all fools."20 Manbō lets us know that that's okay. 

With all the imperfections and weaknesses, both natural and self-created, that Manbō 

exhibits so freely, Kita Morio has produced a character who could very easily become the 

object of derisive humor. Fortunately, Manbō's innocence and weakness, and as the years 

have gone by, his increasingly gentle manner, discourage all but the most cold-hearted 

reader from such derision. There is certainly something childlike in his nature, and it is 

possible that the "strong need or inclination" that Kita's readers feel as Farber's [b] is 

simply the desire to be free from the constraints of adulthood. Little Man Manbō wishes 

he were still Little Boy Manbō, wandering in the fields for hours looking at the plants and 

                                                 
20 Klein, p. 26. 
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insects who accepted him just as he was, and were perfectly satisfied being just what they 

were. 

The fact that Manbō is not Kita himself, but is a manufactured character that becomes 

the object of humorous laughter, suggests a possibility for a greater understanding of the 

experience of humor itself, in particular cases in which supposedly "serious" things are 

the object of humor. Individuals who take a very broad comic view of life and of the 

world, including some of the darker elements such as death and suffering, or sacred 

elements such as deity and scripture, are often asked how they can laugh at such things. 

They may even be viewed as rude or insensitive or sacrilegious. But are they really 

laughing at death and suffering and the divine? It is possible that they are not.  

Manbō's experiences are not the actual experiences of Kita Morio, and neither are 

they the actual experiences of the reader. The reader laughs not at a real experience, but 

at a simulation of an experience, often exaggerated, and rarely exactly how it happens in 

real life. Could it be that this also occurs in the humor process in non-literary situations? 

As has been discussed, a playful view of an incongruity that counters the demands of a 

certain context is required for the experience of humor. As has also been discussed, play 

involves a stepping out of the realistic into "a temporary sphere of activity with a 

disposition all of its own."21 It allows the individual "to suspend a more realistic 

assessment, thus allowing the internal [b] its ascendance over the opposing [a], even if 

this ascendance is achieved by means that might not, as we say, 'hold up in court.'"22 In 

other words, when something that an individual would otherwise view as "serious" 

                                                 
21 Huizinga, p. 8. 
22 Farber, p. 69. 
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becomes funny, it is not the actual situation that is viewed as humorous, but rather a 

simulation or a caricature that has been modified in the mind of the perceiver to 

something that is non-serious. 

Such a view of humor as requiring the manufacturing of a simulation of real 

circumstances has relevance not only for the study of the humor mechanism, but for 

epistemological and ontological issues as well. In particular, in an age in which it is 

increasingly difficult to distinguish between reality and fantasy, the concept of 

hyperreality may become especially important in the study of humor, and vice versa. 

Baudrillard describes Disneyland as an "imaginary world" that is created to ensure the 

success of the "play of illusions and phantasms." 23 The act of "play" requires such a 

sphere, and so, consequently, does the act of perceiving humor. This "imaginary world" 

could be a comic mindset, or it could be an L-novel, or any other sphere designated as 

allowing the playful perception of "reality" that is required for the perception of humor.  

The view taken by an individual experiencing a humor event "aims to establish itself 

as a substitute for reality,"24 and because it is placed between the perceiver and the 

physical environment, it may seem to be "more real than reality."25 Just as "[a]n 

individual abandons one world as he enters the other"26 when visiting the imaginary 

world of Disneyland, with its unique rules and expectations, an individual engaging in the 

perception of humor temporarily suspends some of the normal rules of life to a certain 

                                                 
23 Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Glaser (Ann Arbor: The University of 
Michigan Press, 1994), p. 12. 
24 Umberto Eco, "Travels in Hyperreality," Travels in Hyperreality, trans. William Weaver (San Diego: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1986), p. 8. 
25 Eco, p. 45. 
26 Baudrillard, p. 12. 
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degree as well. The new "world" created in the mind of the perceiver, however, is a 

combination of fantasy and reality, and the individual may be unable to discern between 

the two.  

More specifically in the case of the L-novel (or the I-novel, for that matter), the 

"experience" related by the narrator could be a reflection of a reality (Baudrillard's first 

phase of images). In other words, it is a highly accurate portrayal of a real experience. On 

the other hand, it may have "no relation to any reality whatsoever" (the final phase) and is 

therefore "its own pure simulacrum."27 In other words, it is a copy without an original. 

This is likely to have application to other types of literature as well, just as it has been 

applied to the visual arts such as film. A more focused study specifically on the 

"hyperrealistic" and "simulated" aspects of Kita's essays, as well as of the work of Kita's 

contemporaries who worked in similar genres (such as Endō Shūsaku), may shed new 

light on the subject, as well as the concept of "fantasy" in general 

In addition, the work of more recent generations of writers of humorous 

autobiographical-style essays may provide a new angle from which to examine the issues. 

The work of Harada Munenori28 is particularly interesting in this case. Though he was 

born at the time that Kita Morio was already beginning his professional writing career, 

and is therefore the product of a much different Japan, Harada is similar to Kita in a 

number of ways. Like Kita, Harada writes in a variety of genres, both humorous and non-

humorous (including a large quantity of the aforementioned essays), and for a variety of 

                                                 
27 Baudrillard, p. 6. 
28 原田宗典. Born 1959. Harada began his career as a copywriter. He won honorable mention for the 
Subaru Prize for Literature (すばる文学賞) in 1984 for his short story "Omae to kurasenai" (おまえと暮

らせない; "I Can't Live with You"). Soon after that, he turned to writing full time. 
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age groups. Both writers utilize self-deprecatory humor, as well as a gentle, relatively 

quiet style in their essays. Both, coincidentally, are manic-depressive, and have been very 

open about it. Because of these and other similarities, insight may be gained into the 

work and lives of both writers by examining them side by side. It is also possible that a 

unique perspective can be gained from a study of Harada's work due to his frequent 

utilization of multimedia and the latest technology. Harada's combination of written text 

and digital-world creations and electronic interaction with readers may add an even more 

hyperrealistic aspect to his work. We may even discover that Harada Munenori's 

authorial persona is the digital Manbō, carrying the Little Man fully into the twentieth 

century. 

 

Kita Morio did not intend to become a humorist, but a desire to ease his own 

suffering pushed him into that role, so it is not surprising that the Manbō character that he 

created would be a man who knows suffering as well. For half a century he has provided 

readers with a type of safe haven where suffering still exists, but where it ultimately isn't 

that big of a deal. Even when it's poked and prodded a bit, the giant sunfish just keeps 

floating along, and in Manbō's world, it's not just one, but a whole school of the strangely 

pathetic fish riding the ocean waves, sometimes calm and sometimes stormy, but always 

going wherever the tides takes it, and always with the rest of the manbō along to share the 

ride. 
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APPENDIX A THIRD PLANET HYPERBOLE, INC. 
(Dai-san wakusei hora kabushikigaisha)1 

By Kita Morio 
Translated by Reed M. Peterson 

 
I wonder if this kind of thing would be called an I-novel. 

My friends are all a bit low on common sense. They come up with inventions or 

schemes to make money, but up to this point not a single one has succeeded. To make it 

in the world, a person first needs to have an understanding of worldly laws. 

One of my friends, a medical man, wrote a book for the average person, with some 

rather impressive contents. However, he titled the book "How To Die Early," and it never 

saw the light of day. There are too many such cases for me to count. 

One fellow decided to try making some money by buying land. 

"Hey, have you heard that a tsubo2 of land in Minami-Karuizawa is going for a 

hundred yen?" he said one day. According to him, Minami-Karuizawa had started to 

develop as a summer resort area before World War Two, but all of the villas that were 

being built were destroyed during the war. It was inevitable that the area would develop 

in the future, and if we didn't take this opportunity now, we would eventually be unable 

to purchase even three tsubo there. It looks like he hit the nail right on the head. 

"For just one hundred yen, if we all pitch in some money, we can buy quite a bit of 

land," he said. "However, that has its limitations. The trick is to buy in lots of five tsubo." 

                                                 
1 第三惑星ホラ株式会社. From Kita Morio zenshū (The Collected Works of Kita Morio) Vol. 8, Tokyo: 
Shinchōsha, 1977. Originally published in the magazine Ōru yomimono (June, 1961). Translation included 
by permission. All rights reserved. 
2 A standard unit of land area used commonly in Japan, equivalent to approximately 3.3 square meters. 
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According to his plan, you buy small plots of land scattered around in various 

locations, then immediately put up a wire fence around each one. Every so often when 

you've got nothing to do, you stop by each plot, and if you see somebody suspicious, say 

"I am the legal owner of this land, so I would appreciate it if you didn't peep into here so 

much," or "I would appreciate it if you would refrain from urinating here without so 

much as a greeting," or some such thing, and drink deeply in a sense of superiority. 

Holding on to those few five tsubo plots in just a few places is the key. Eventually, the 

areas around them will be filled with the villas of rich people. They'll buy hundreds of 

tsubo, thousands of tsubo, even tens of thousands of tsubo. At a certain point, our five-

tsubo plots will be in the middle of all that. That's the point at which we clean up, he 

explained. 

"You mean that they'll try to buy it because it's inconvenient to have somebody else's 

property inside your own property?" somebody asked. "But I don't think a five-tsubo plot 

surrounded by a wire fence will be that big of a deal for somebody who's got a yard that's 

thousands of tsubo. There especially would be no reason to buy it at a high price." 

"That's the thing," my friend said, as he looked over the group triumphantly. "They've 

got a huge yard. First, they'll put in a lawn. They'll practice their golf swing, and on 

moonlit nights they'll bring out a chair and sit strumming a guitar. Maybe they'll have a 

barbeque. Our land is right there on the border of their view." 

"It probably wouldn't be that much of an eyesore. Especially at night." 

"Oh, we're not just sitting there with our arms folded doing nothing." 
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According to his plan, when the rich people's villas were built, and the grass was in, 

and the residents started to play, we would take turns going to our property. Inside the 

wire fence is our land, so nobody can prevent us from entering. Once inside, we would 

sing songs. The most barbaric of our high school dormitory songs, or maybe Indian songs. 

Something like this, for example. 

Oh, moon 
Wildcat of the north 
Bear of the west 
Raccoon of the east 
Hawk of the sky 
Children who desire war on earth 
Come 
And scream! 
For the brown-skinned woman who lives in the sunset. 
 
"That one's a little too nice," he said. "How about something like this?" 

Round and round and round, you fool! 
Catch the weasel 
How, how, how! 
Catch the buzzard 
Round and round and round, you fool! 
Catch the decrepit old bear 
Gee, gee, gee! 
We'll throw everything in the pot! 
Ho, ho, ho! 
 
There are many more of these songs. Singing the songs, we would pound on buckets, 

beat on drums, and blow on conch shells. We would repeat it every night. Eventually, the 

master of the villa, or maybe the major-domo, would come and say something like this: 

"Pardon me, but are you the owner of this property? I hope you will excuse the 

rudeness, but I would like to purchase your land for a price fifty times the market value." 
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We all mulled over the proposal, and it seemed to be free from holes. I still think so. 

Regardless of that, we were unable to get rich. The reason is that we couldn't find a single 

person who would sell us a mere five-tsubo plot of land. 

We thought of a whole bunch of other plans as well. However, not a single one 

succeeded, so we finally gave up on Japan and decided that each of us would go overseas 

and try our luck. Unfortunately, it was difficult even to travel during that period, and 

having poor scholastic records, we all failed the test required to study abroad. One of my 

friends became angry. 

"It's outrageous that the Ministry of Education would fail us! This leaves us no choice. 

How about if we create a new country? I'll be the king, or the president. I'll appoint all of 

you guys ambassadors or consuls. In that case, we can't avoid going overseas." 

It seemed like a splendid idea, so we began our preparations to execute the plan. It 

became clear, however, that putting together a new country wasn't so easy. First of all, we 

were Japanese, and though we would no longer be Japanese if we acquired other 

citizenship, the Japanese government wouldn't recognize our new citizenship even if we 

created the independent Nation of Momongah,3 or Naada,4 or something like that and 

declared that we were citizens of that country. We went to the police station, the ward 

office, city hall, and even the Imperial Household Agency5 and negotiated, but apparently 

you can't change your citizenship if the country doesn't exist. Also, it's not easy to create 

                                                 
3 A play on the word momonga (モモンガ), a type of Japanese flying squirrel. 
4 A play on the surname of writer Nada Inada, a friend of Kita Morio in real life and of Manbō in the world 
of fiction. 
5 Kunaichō (宮内庁). An agency of the Japanese government that is in charge of matters related to the 
imperial family. 
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a new country. You have to be recognized by other countries. We had not anticipated this 

kind of obstacle at all, so we were at a complete loss. We thought that making a country 

would be no more strenuous than making a dish of curry and rice, so such unforeseen and 

vexatious complications beat us to the core. 

It was at just that time that a movie set on a south seas island was made in the United 

States.6 The production company was soliciting four-line poems from around the world to 

advertise the movie. First prize was a small deserted island in the south seas called "Eva 

Eva." A certain weekly magazine in Japan picked up on this as well and began soliciting 

four-line poems. Hawkeyes that we were, there was no way we could miss it. 

"Sure enough, good things come to those who wait," we grinned. "Let's get this island. 

If we have an island, we can start a country. I'll just become the king of the island and 

declare independence." 

"So, what kind of an island is it?" 

"Oh, it's probably surrounded by a coral reef, and has sand dunes, and five or six palm 

trees." 

"Can we feed ourselves on five or six palm trees?" 

"Well, first we declare independence. One of the two sides will be sure to recognize 

us. Then, since we're a splendid nation, we declare war on either the United States or the 

Soviet Union." 

                                                 
6 It is unclear what movie is referred to here, or if Kita even had a real movie in mind when he wrote this 
piece. It is possible that he is referring to the 1958 film "South Pacific," but I have found no information 
indicating that a poetry contest was held to promote the film. 
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"That's a bit excessive, isn't it? And how do you declare war anyway? There aren't 

even any radios there." 

"We'll stuff a whole bunch of declarations of war into empty bottles and toss them 

into the ocean. Hundreds, or even thousands of bottles. Neither the Americans nor the 

Soviets are likely to fire a guided missile into a little island like that. It will be a bloodless 

war. Eventually, the rest of the world will begin to express their sympathy for us, and 

start sending us stuff. We should be fine eating and drinking that. Then we'll send out 

even more bottles." 

"Our enemies won't just sit still if we push it too far." 

"It'll be nothing but a waste of fuel for them to send warships or planes. This is what I 

anticipate. They'll put two or three police officers on the ships that go by the island every 

so often. They'll come see what kind of people are on the island. They'll take boats to the 

island." 

"They'll at least have pistols with them." 

"But they won't have police officers from the homeland. They'll just get some cops 

from local islands, and they're all a bunch of knuckleheads. Not only will they be in a 

south seas daze, they'll be even more out of it from the palm wine that they drink. It'll be 

easy to pull a fast one on them. If we make them the Minister of Something-or-other, 

they'll pop right over to our side. Little by little we get more subjects." 

"What if not even the police come?" 

"In that case, we'll take over nearby islands one by one. There are sure to be islands 

nearby inhabited by nobody but natives. They aren't as dumb as the police. But they have 
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a weakness for shiny glass and magic tricks. First we'll have to get some little glass 

marbles and some books on magic. We'll continue like this and expand our domain." 

"Wait, wait, wait. We haven't even gotten Eva Eva Island yet. First we have to come 

up with a four-line poem that will win first prize." 

"I'm good at three-liners, but I seem to have trouble with four-liners. Hey, Kita, this is 

your role." 

So, I ended up with the job of creating a four-line poem. I don't think any other poem 

in history was created with the elaborate wordsmithing that went into this one. Oh how I 

worked! I don't really like saying it myself, but it was a wonderful poem. To polish it 

even further, I applied katakana and hiragana script to each individual character, putting 

the characters in order. That created the problem of unintelligibility, but it was certainly a 

wonderful poem. Accordingly, I couldn't believe my eyes when the poem didn't win first 

prize, or even honorable mention. My friends criticized me for the poem, but I believe 

that their criticism should rightly have been directed at the judges. 

We continued in this manner to fail, but eventually a small incident occurred. It may 

be hard to believe, but I published a book, and somehow it started to sell. The book was 

Doctor Manbo at Sea. I have no problem with the book selling, but I discovered that at 

some point I had acquired a reputation as an exaggerator. This was completely 

unintentional. I tried to write a book that was as accurate as an academic work—or as 

inaccurate as an academic work—and I had no secret intention to exaggerate. I even went 

through and corrected each and every one of the very few mistakes. For example, I wrote 

that even a French bathyscaphe can only submerge to a depth of four or five thousand 
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meters, but after I finished writing, I discovered that a bathyscaphe used by the U.S. 

Navy had submerged to depths of five or six thousand meters, so I hurriedly added a note 

to the galley sheet saying that "the progress of events is rapid, so one has a devil of a time 

writing a book." However, I have a formidable foe, and a bathyscaphe later submerged to 

a depth of 11,304 meters. 

This one was the Trieste used by the U.S. Navy. On January 23, 1960, it was 

announced that the Trieste had set a record of 11,304 meters in the Mariana Trench. This 

was later corrected to 10,740 meters. On board were Navy Lieutenant Don Walsh and 

Jacques Piccard. Mr. Piccard is the son of Professor Auguste Piccard, a Swiss scientist 

who set a record for altitude in a balloon. It's admirable that father and son are flying in 

the sky and diving in the ocean, but the whole thing merely exhausted me. Also, in the 

first edition of the book, I wrote something to the extent that Wako had a branch in 

Singapore. That was true, but it's actually a company that has the same name, but is 

completely unrelated to the Japanese company Wako. A certain female writer pointed 

this out to me, so I corrected it in the next edition. As you can see, then, I am actually the 

opposite of an exaggerator. Further, talking big is something that requires a highly 

developed cerebral cortex, and is therefore something that someone such as I could never 

do well. 

Regardless, I was treated more and more like an exaggerator, and it really bothered 

me. For example, in a review of the book a critic wrote "The author was tailed by a 

patriot for ten days while in Egypt." Shocked, I opened the book and found the passage, 

which actually read "ten minutes." Thinking how much of an incredible big talker 
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everybody would think I was if people were going around changing "ten minutes" to "ten 

days," I became even more upset. If I were merely called an exaggerator I wouldn't care, 

but I have actually received serious harm from it. 

I had determined to take a wife, but when I proposed to a certain young lady, she 

didn't take me seriously, and married someone else. I submitted a medical research 

dissertation that even I didn't understand, full of I don't even know how many numbers, 

but the faculty council had an even harder time understanding it, and claimed that the 

numbers were exaggerated, so I never became a professor. Even when I say that I'm sick, 

no one believes me. On the other hand, if I say that I'm not sick, or that I'm a big talker, 

everybody believes me immediately. It's an outrage. 

When I had finally had enough, I called my friends together. 

"If it has come to this, we'll turn it on its head," I said. "I'm thinking of starting a 

hyperbole sales company." 

"What will it sell?" 

"Hyperbole. We gather all kinds of exaggerated stories and the like, and sell them to 

magazines and newspapers. That'll be our business." 

"What, will we enter foreign hyperbole contests or something like that?" 

"No, no. The name of the company will say it's a hyperbole sales company, but we 

won't sell real hyperbole. We will sell truth that seems like it's exaggerated. But nobody 

will think it's the truth. They'll think it's just big talk. This is where the true meaning of 

the company lies." 

"Truth that seems like a lie?" 
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"We'll have to differentiate between lies and exaggeration. In the broad sense, 

exaggeration must benefit the mental health of the individual. Hyperbole originated in the 

Greek art of rhetoric. I think it was in an editorial about baldness or something. On a side 

note, the origin of the novel is said to be much later, but even at that time, there were 

things that should be read as novels. Well, that doesn't matter. As I said, our company 

will sell hyperbole that is clearly hyperbole, but it will also sell truth that seems like 

hyperbole. If there is hyperbole that seems like truth..." 

"Hold on. I'm getting confused. So, hyperbole that seems like truth, and hyperbole 

that seems like hyperbole, and…hold on. I'm getting confused again." 

"Here's some water. Go ahead and cool your feet. Now, the name of the company 

should be as hoity toity as possible, so let's go with 'Third Planet Hyperbole Sales 

Company.' It's a lyrical name." 

"What's the deal with the 'Third Planet' thing?" 

"You don't get it since you don't read kids' comic books. All the kids these days know 

what I'm talking about. There are nine planets in our solar system. The third planet is 

Earth. It's more dignified to refer to it in this manner, and it also makes it understandable 

to beings not from Earth. By the way, have you heard about the existence of a tenth 

planet? The new planet was discovered by a man named Jura, a student of Professor 

Solntsev. Where is the planet? After Pluto? Not even close. The tenth planet is located at 

an average distance of 149,500,000 kilometers from the sun, with an orbit speed of 29.75 

kilometers per second, and a mass of approximately 1/330,000 of that of the sun. In other 

words, exactly the same as Earth. The planet travels along the same orbit path, at the 
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same speed as Earth, but on the exact opposite side of the sun. There is no way to see it 

from Earth. It could be called a reverse Earth. It is likely home to the same type of living 

creatures as Earth! However, there is no need to get excited. This is nothing but the 

imagination of a writer named Sergey Belyayev.7 The tenth planet is blatant exaggeration. 

However, if, by chance, there really were such thing as a tenth planet, and our company 

was able to verify it, the company would not announce the new discovery to the world. 

Rather, we would sell it to a newspaper company as hyperbole." 

"I see. I get the general picture. But would hyperbole really sell?" 

"That all depends on the skill of the company president. It was my idea, so I'll be the 

president. You guys will be my subordinates. I would like you to scurry about busily, 

looking for your own tenth planet." 

"Well, okay. But at least make us executives. Better yet, how about making it a stock 

corporation?" 

"That's a good idea," somebody said. "Stocks are popular these days. We'll issue 

stock to create capital." 

Accordingly, we printed stock certificates, but none of us was willing to buy any, so I 

took them to a certain writer who was said to have purchased stock a time or two. It 

seems that recently there are some writers who are just like professionals when it comes 

to stock, but someone like that wasn't likely to buy any of ours, so I went to someone 

who wasn't that clear on financial issues. 

                                                 
7 Likely a reference to the Russian author Sergey Mikhaylovich Belyayev (1883-1953). 
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"I've got some stock that is a bit of a dark horse," I began. "Some say that it's the next 

Sony." 

"What's this? Unlisted stock?" 

He was unexpectedly astute. I continued. 

"Publicly announced stock isn't that interesting." 

"How much is the dividend?" 

"The pros go for non-dividend-paying stock. And eventually there will be an increase 

in capital. There's talk about it tripling. Now's the time to buy." 

"What's the name of the company? Is it related to construction?" 

"Some people say it's similar." 

"Stop leaving me hanging, and just tell me!" 

That writer has a reputation for being mild and good-natured, but apparently you can't 

trust gossip. Reluctantly, I pulled out the stock certificates and showed them to him. He 

looked them over for a moment, then turned a fierce expression toward me. 

"How much do you intend to sell this rubbish to me for?" 

He looked rather threatening, so I gave him a very low price and ran off in a flurry. I 

sold him five thousand-share certificates for a total price of 50 yen. That wouldn't even 

cover the printing costs. On top of that, he was now the majority stockholder, so there 

was the danger of him attending the general meeting of shareholders and picking holes in 

things. 

However, it didn't do any good to brood over it, so we decided to work on finding 

exaggeration that seemed like the truth, or rather, truth that seemed like exaggeration. 
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"Outer space is popular these days," I said, addressing the company executives. "The 

bigger the story the better. I want you to look for flying saucers that burrowed 

underground, or somebody that got hit in the head by a fragment of a satellite, facts like 

that. According to the authoritative books, there are flying saucers all over the place. 

Aliens, too. The other day, the news said that there was a group of Martians dancing on 

the balcony of the home of the mayor of some town out in the country in France. When 

everybody came running, weapons in hand, the Martians turned into cactus that were 

covered with straw to protect them from frost. The theory that they merely mistook 

cactus for Martians is ridiculous. It's completely inconceivable that today, in the 

twentieth century, people could mistake a cactus for a Martian and go wild with spades 

and hoes and pistols and hunting rifles. However, it is clear that Martians exist. Let's take 

a look at a theory put forth by Professor Krasovskii of the Soviet Union. In a single 

universe, a supernova explosion occurs about once every thousand years. The cosmic 

radiation emitted at that time has a decisive influence on the formation of organic 

compounds and the development of life on planets. It is natural that the effect would be 

more profound on Mars, since its atmosphere is thinner than the thick atmosphere that 

envelopes Earth. It is very possible that life on Mars reached a high level of development 

much faster than on Earth. By the way, William Howell, professor of anthropology at 

Harvard, recently published his theory that beings living on planets other than Earth had 

six limbs. The front two function as hands, and there are four legs. If you see somebody 

wearing abnormally wide trousers, I want you to check to see if each of the pant legs has 

two legs in it. One more thing. According to Professor John Lilly, head of the 
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Communication Research Institute in the Virgin Islands, it is necessary to study 

Dolphinese to enable us to communicate with aliens. The fish dolphin. Because the brain 

cells of dolphins are extremely similar to those of humans, dolphins are the easiest if we 

are looking for beings that are not the same species as humans, but are about as 

intelligent as humans. I would like to make it clear that this isn't exaggeration. It was in 

the newspaper. Now, let's move from foreign stories to things in Japan. On the night of 

February 22nd of last year, the regular ANA flight 305 from Haneda Airport to Fukuoka 

reported seeing a strange blue-white flame over the Kishu Peninsula. A Pan American 

flight over the Pacific also radioed in that it had seen this ball of fire. The fishing boat 

Taiyo-maru also saw it. A ship in the Shinso Fishermen's Union also saw it. Hinode-maru 

No. 18 also saw it. Apparently it was a dreadfully fast object. These are facts that create 

quite a stir. As president, I will eventually gather more facts, but if we discover news like 

this, our Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. must put forth the utmost effort to investigate. You 

must thread your way through this. I look forward to you all finding a dozen flying 

saucers and three dozen aliens." 

In this manner, Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. began operations. 

Unfortunately, things in the world don't go quite that easily. Among the unbelievers 

in flying saucers, there are those who explain away unidentified flying objects as pranks 

with a searchlight, atmospheric phenomena, or a misidentified air balloon. However, not 

even a searchlight shone before the staff of Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. Not a single air 

balloon flew past. According to the authoritative literature, aliens look just like people, 

and readily communicate with humans. However, not a single one of us was able to taste 
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of such an experience. Once in Ginza, we discovered a fellow wearing abnormally wide 

trousers, and thought that we had finally found somebody with two legs on each side, but 

when we pulled up his pant legs we found that, unfortunately, the man had no legs at all. 

Truly nothing appeared. It doesn't make sense, but facts are facts. Neither Daniel 

Fry's aliens,8 nor Truman Bethurum's little people,9 nor Adamski's Venusians10 made an 

appearance. Moreover, Gray Barker's so-called "men in black"11 are supposed to appear 

around people who are looking into flying saucers and aliens, but we didn't even get a 

hint of anything like that. A man wearing red gave one of our employees a leaflet, but he 

was just advertising something. 

"This looks hopeless," someone finally muttered. "It's probably a mistake for us to go 

looking for something that just happens without notice. It would be better to just sleep on 

a park bench like nothing was going on. You sleep there year after year. Then some day 

somebody suddenly sticks a piece of twisted paper up your nose. Undoubtedly, that 

would be an alien. What do you think, President?" 

"I'll admit that we need to change our approach a bit," I said. "But I can't agree with 

your proposal of sleeping on a park bench year after year. That would ruin the company." 

Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. had done nothing but spend money, and had yet to take 

in a single penny. 

                                                 
8 Daniel William Fry (1908-1992). Claimed to have interacted with aliens beings and taken a ride on an 
alien ship in 1949. 
9 Truman Bethurum (1898-1969). Claimed to have interacted with alien beings who were smaller than 
humans in 1953. 
10 George Adamski (1891-1965). Claimed to have seen and interacted with alien beings in the late 1940s 
and the early 1950s, including a Venusian. 
11 Gray Barker (1925–1984). American writer who introduced the concept of "Men in Black," government 
agents who suppress information regarding UFOs and other phenomena. 
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"How about if we aim for something small rather than for something big?" one person 

suggested. "At this rate, the company will just get worse and worse. Let's gather small, 

mundane exaggerations and try to improve the infrastructure of the company. Eventually, 

we'll be able to catch some big ones." 

Everyone agreed with that suggestion. 

So, our employees began their activities again, trying to gather minor exaggerations. 

They wandered the streets, looked into bars, and dug through garbage cans and gutters, 

but were unable to find even something small. I thought that the kind of people that are in 

my books, like a guy that walks around wearing hats on his feet, or some fellow that 

smokes cigarettes in his ears, would be hanging around all over the place, but they were 

surprisingly absent when we actually looked for them. We found a lot of men who wore 

women's clothing, and women who were much stronger than men, but that's so common 

that we had fewer examples when we looked for the opposite. We were forced to realize 

that exaggerations are extremely rare in the world. 

On the other hand, lies were as rampant as bacteria floating around in the air. There 

would be no end to the examples if we were to list them, and since they were already in 

the newspapers and on the radio every day, they really were no concern of Third Planet 

Hyperbole, Inc. Regardless, we persevered. In both rain and sunshine, the president and 

executives wandered the streets. We developed round or oblong corns on our feet. 

Doctors refer to a corn as a "chicken eye," which is a translation from a German 

expression. It's called a "fish eye" in Japanese. We recruited both the chicken eyes and 

the fish eyes and searched for rare and interesting phenomena, but our efforts were 
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fruitless. Our shoes wore out and got holes in them, letting in the rainwater. When the sun 

came out our shoes hardened like rocks, and the next time we put them on, we had to 

shave off a bit of our feet before they would fit. 

Our efforts were touching, with the adjective "touching" being defined as "futile." 

This, for example: One of our employees took a business trip to the zoo. He stood in front 

of the raccoon cage, watching patiently for hours. He thought that the raccoon might 

transform into something. The sun began to go down, and still nothing happened, so he 

turned to drag his heavy feet home. At that moment, a single leaf fluttered into view. He 

looked at the raccoon, and looked at the leaf, and knowing full well that it was of no use, 

he picked up the leaf and put it in his wallet. The reason is that he hoped, vainly, that the 

leaf would turn into money. Some children were nearby, watching. 

"Hey, you just picked something up, didn't you?" a boy asked. 

"I put it in my wallet. It was money, of course." 

"If you find money, you have to take it to the police station." 

"Yes, adults must keep those responsibilities in mind." 

Our employee smiled wanly. However, the adverb "wanly" is often misunderstood to 

indicate affirmation. Turning from the children, he began to walk away, but the children 

began to hoot at him. 

"Heeey, thief!" 

"He's gonna embezzle the money!" 

"You're gonna have trouble, bud, I'll just warn you." 
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Eventually a zoo worker approached the group. Our employee had to take out his 

wallet to prove his innocence. It contained a single leaf, and a single thousand-yen bill. 

The thousand-yen bill had been there from the beginning. However, the employee handed 

the zoo worker the money, smiled even more wanly than before, and left. 

Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. had reached a critical juncture. We had been unable to 

find any big exaggerations, medium exaggerations, or even minor exaggerations. We had 

no income, and nothing but continually mounting expenses, but the tax office was still 

giving us the eye. Besides, people were starting to look at our employees rather dubiously. 

Even if they showed them their splendid business cards that read "Vice President, Third 

Planet Hyperbole, Inc.," people showed no respect. None whatsoever. The police seemed 

a bit suspicious as well. Apparently they thought the company was a front for fraud or 

smuggling or something. Some said that even if Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. was exactly 

what the name implies, it was frivolous, moronic, and absolutely insolent. "Look at 

conditions in Japan right now," they would say. "Open your eyes to the global situation. 

Can you people still engage in such an irrational occupation? You should be ashamed of 

yourselves. Hang yourself immediately, you lousy bum! Bite off your tongue and die, 

you worthless good-for-nothing!" Two or three of our employees were even the target of 

violence. 

As such dark days continued, gloom began to show on the faces of our executives. As 

president, my face was veiled in grief as well. I even shed tears. I tasted my tears, and 

they were salty. Finding thus that I was not diabetic, I felt a small amount of relief from 

my depression. 
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That's when it happened. The door of my office flew open, and an employee rushed in. 

The verb "rush" implies that he was full of energy. However, no one stood up. That's how 

exhausted we were.  

"I found one! I finally found one! It's just a little exaggeration, but there is no doubt 

that it's an exaggeration!" shouted the man who had rushed in. 

Still no one said anything. That's how deep in despair we were. 

"So, what's this property that you found?" someone asked weakly.  

The noun "property" is frequently used by real estate agents. This fellow had gone to 

investigate real estate agents because they have a reputation for exaggeration, but he 

found that they only told lies that caused problems for people, and there was no 

"exaggeration" involved. The only thing he gained from the experience was the use of the 

word "property." 

"It's this. Look. This worm," said the man who had rushed in, as he placed a small 

cardboard box on the desk. 

"A worm? Oh, oh, oh, how Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc. has fallen! A vision as grand 

as the universe has fallen to the level of a worm." 

"Don't say that. This isn't a normal worm. This worm chirps!" 

"Chirps? All worms chirp. It's in all the haiku and tanka poems." 

"No, wait," I broke in, as president. "The idea that worms chirp is incorrect. It's 

actually crickets that chirp. Does this worm really chirp?" 

"It sure does. It chirps up a storm," said the man who had rushed in. "Let me start 

from the beginning. I went to the park today. There were two or three children near a 
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bench poking the ground with a stick. I wondered what was going on, so I took a look 

and saw that they were poking a worm. It was a cute worm. Those children were so 

cruel." 

"Wait a minute," I broke in again, as president. "Those children may be avid readers 

of my books. Don't say bad things about them." 

"Anyway, I felt sorry for the worm. I had decided to save the worm from them, when 

I heard a high, steady sound. It was the worm chirping. I knew that it was an important 

find, since like you, Mr. President, I have knowledge of natural history. I began to give 

the children a piece of my mind, marshalling my animal-loving spirit to chase them away. 

However, they wouldn't listen to me. They said that they would sell it to me, though. It's 

all because of that Urashima Tarō story."12 

"So did you give them money?" 

"I had no choice. I agreed too quickly, though. Those kids figured that there was 

something going on in the background, so they started jacking up the price." 

"It's because they take social studies." 

"So, I played my strongest card. We finally made a deal, but it was a pretty high price. 

They started mouthing off about doubling their income and all that." 

"Well, it can't be helped. Anyway, you got the chirping worm. Let's all give it a look." 

We peered into the box. There was a little bit of dirt, and a not very beautiful worm 

curled up on it. With hearts full of anticipation, we strained to hear. For a short time, 

silence filled the room. 

                                                 
12 In the Japanese legend of Urashima Tarō, Urashima buys a turtle from a group of boys to save it from 
being tormented by them. 
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Finally, somebody spoke up. 

"It's not chirping. Anybody hear anything?" 

"I can't hear anything either. How about you, Mr. President?" 

I shook my head. 

"That's ridiculous!" said the man with the worm. "Just be quiet. It's chirping, it's 

chirping. It's really chirping." 

We strained to hear once more, and silence once again filled the room. 

"I can't hear anything," somebody finally said. 

"I can't hear it either." 

"Me neither. What frequency is it?" 

"Ridiculous!" asserted the man with the worm. "Listen. It's chirping. Anybody can 

hear it. Oh, oh, it's so loud! My eardrums hurt!" 

We all stared at him. We grabbed hold of him, and somebody found a flashlight and 

shined it in his ear. Sure enough, a fly or a gnat or something came flying out. 

Out of strength, we all sat down. Our discouragement was so deep that no one spoke 

for a time. After a minute and a half, or maybe two minutes and fifteen seconds, or 

possibly three minutes or more—I apologize for not being precise, but by that time I had 

pawned my watch—somebody sighed. 

"Fellas, what do you think? Is it time to give up on Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc.?" 

"Should we dissolve the company?" 

"Let's dissolve the company." 

As president, I spoke up. "No, I have no intention of quitting." 
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"Most company presidents say that. However, we're not coming to work anymore." 

"I'll fire you!" 

"We would be truly grateful if you did." 

As president, this pierced me to the heart. I had to calm them down and promise that 

the next day I would, without fail, sell a hyperbole. 

The next day, I went to a magazine and asked to see an editor that I know. "Would 

you like to buy an exaggeration," I asked weakly. 

"Well, it depends on what it is," he said. "It depends on the quality and the size. What 

kind of exaggeration is it?" 

"We've had a bit of an inventory shortage lately," I said quietly. "They're getting 

scarce, you know. In addition, our company doesn't handle the kind that you would find 

in a normal store, so there's even more of a shortage…" 

"I don't need excuses. Let's see a sample." 

"For example, the exaggeration that exaggeration is completely extinct." 

"That's uninteresting," he said bluntly. "It's nothing but an old standard." 

"However, to begin with, the true nature of hyperbole is…" 

"I think you should leave now," he said. 

I left the building, and trudged through the twilight city. Circumstances had finally 

forced into my heart a keen sense that, for all intents and purposes, Third Planet 

Hyperbole, Inc. had gone under. 

This piece of literature is nearing its end. However, because it seems to be my first I-

novel, and because, if possible, I-novels should be strikingly poignant to the reader, I 
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desire to produce just such an effect here at the end, at least. But there is hesitation in my 

pen. As I sit here desecrating my manuscript paper, I already know that I have no hope of 

succeeding. 

Anyway, the president of Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc., in other words, I, trudged 

through the twilight city. People busily hurried along the streets. It was as if they were 

trying to calm their busy hearts by looking even busier than they were. A thin boy walked 

toward me, his arm around the shoulders of a similarly thin girl beside him. Both wore 

rough raincoats, and looked vaguely hungry. Eyes fixed forward, arm around the girl's 

shoulders, the boy walked on, and I heard him whisper. 

"We're in those days again…when you can't even speak the truth out loud." I couldn't 

hear what came after that, and they continued past me. 

The president of Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc., in other words, I, trudged through the 

darkening twilight city, and grumbled in my heart. "That's right. Since ancient times, 

those days have repeatedly returned. It is sure to continue in the future. Whether in the 

real, historical world of humans, or in the world of stories, truth has been repeatedly 

crushed. A Swiss scholar named Servetus13 was tried, convicted, and burned at the stake 

by the Inquisition because he said something as absolutely obvious as "blood leaves the 

heart and then returns to the heart." The lionhearted British Professor Challenger14 was 

treated like a lunatic for stating the truth that "there is a lost world in which dinosaurs still 

live." Truth looks like exaggeration and exaggeration looks like truth, but the root 

                                                 
13 Michael Servetus (1511-1553). Spanish physician, scientist, and theologian. 
14 George Challenger, a character in a series of stories written by Arthur Conan Doyle. 
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mentality is homogeneous. They are brothers. Will we see another day in which we will 

not only be unable to speak truth, but we will be unable to speak hyperbole as well? 

The president of Third Planet Hyperbole, Inc., in other words, I, continued to limp 

aimlessly through the city. Dragging my feet, chicken eyes and fish eyes long ago 

scraped off, I trudged along. The verb "trudge" expresses heartache. 

Anyway, was there at least one reader who felt a sense of somberness when reading 

this? 
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APPENDIX B STINGINESS AND EXTRAVAGANCE 
(Kechi to zeitaku)15 

By Kita Morio 
Translated by Reed M. Peterson 

 
 

I'm absolutely boiling with anger, so even though my deadline is far in the future, I 

have decided to start writing this immediately. 

To begin with, the deadline system itself is wrong. It's no problem at all if writers just 

ignore deadlines. Publishers can ignore them as well. If the manuscript doesn't arrive, 

they can just publish the magazine with blank pages for that part. People can use those 

pages to doodle, or tear them out and use them for writing memos. Printing something I 

have written is of no use anyway. (Of course, there may be two or three readers who 

consider the wondrous significance of a thing that is of no use.) 

The reason for my boiling anger can be traced back to my purchase of a single 

blanket from a roadside vendor. 

I'll start from the beginning.  

I have a poor man's mentality, so I like to buy things for bargain prices. In particular, 

I can't resist some fellow on the side of the road selling off his remaining inventory at 

half price because his factory burned down or some such reason.  

Though it's gone now, there used to be a shop next to Shinjuku Station that was 

engaged in business of a somewhat dubious nature. There were always twenty or so 

boxes of various sizes wrapped in paper sitting out, each costing 200 yen. Customers 

could choose any box they liked, but the contents were hidden behind a veil of secrecy. 

                                                 
15 ケチと贅沢. From Dokutoru Manbō tōchūgesha (Doctor Manbō Makes a Stopover), Tokyo: 
Chuokoron-sha, 1995. Translation included by permission. All rights reserved. 
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However, according to the vendor, even the worst item was worth 200 yen, and the best 

was worth 10,000 yen or more. After explaining this, the fellow would proceed to show 

his potential customers Parker fountain pens, alligator-skin belts, and other such items 

which, to my devilishly perceptive eye, were authentic. 

The other customers were also possessed of similar devilish perception, and the 

paper-wrapped boxes began to sell one by one. The smallest boxes sold out immediately. 

The customers that bought those were after the Parker fountain pens. I was after the same 

thing, so when they sold out, I was in such deep despair that I considered biting my 

tongue off and dying, but I pulled myself together and, pushing all the other fellows out 

of the way, jumped onto the largest box. The box was extremely large, and I figured that 

even if it was just full of cotton, I could still sell it and more than get my money back. 

When I lifted it, I found that it was actually very heavy. 

Madly I paid the 200 yen and carried the box out onto the street, giddy in anticipation 

of finding out what was inside. It was still a bit early, but I lugged it into my favorite bar. 

No other customers were there, so all the bar hostesses gathered around me. I opened the 

box, and what I found was, in a nutshell, ceramics. No, ceramics makes it sound better 

than it was. It was some kind of rock. And, I had no idea what it was supposed to be. It 

didn't seem quite right for a flower arrangement stand, or for a shrubbery pot, or for a 

water jug, or for a wastepaper basket, or for an ashtray. The closest resemblance it had 

was to a bedpan. I became very solemn and said to the girls "If any of you would like to 

have this, I'll give it to you." Not one of the young ladies there took me up on my 

extraordinarily generous offer.  
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Recently, I was strolling through the Ginza district in the middle of the day for the 

first time in a long time, and saw a group of people gathered at the side of the road. 

Stretching to see over the crowd, I saw a rather evil-looking fellow selling watches. The 

watches sat on something appearing to be a velvet cloth, their golden color sparkling. He 

was pointing to an old copy of Bungeishunju16 that lay at his feet, while continuing his 

pitch. Apparently, there was something enormously revolutionary about the watches he 

was selling, a fact that had even been covered by the well-known magazine. 

"How much would it cost you to get a cup of coffee here in Ginza? About 100 yen, 

right? And if there's a band, it would be double that. Well, this watch has a band, and it's 

only 40 yen!" the man bellowed. 

From the start, I knew that his watches were just toys. But, 40 yen? I sensed that this 

fellow was a great man who would turn Japan's economic world on its head. Unable to 

suppress the urge, and before he had even stopped talking, I thrust my money in front of 

him and said "Gimme one!" Everyone in the crowd turned in one body to peer into my 

face. Their look made it clear that they were sure I was in cahoots with the vendor. As if 

in a dream, I separated myself some distance from them, and examining the watch 

carefully, saw immediately that it was, unfortunately, not worth more than 15 yen. But 

why did it look so wonderful just a few minutes before? I decided that the vendor was a 

reprehensible man, but was nevertheless a fine magician. 

                                                 
16 文芸春秋. A monthly magazine founded in 1923 by writer Kikuchi Kan. 
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Finally we come to the incident with the blanket. One day, I had just started to open 

the door of my car that was parked along the side of the street, when a minivan with a 

faded paint job backed up to where I was and a young man jumped out. 

"Excuse me, sir," he said. 

He probably called me "sir" because I had a car, even though it isn't an expensive car. 

It's just an out-of-fashion domestic compact car. The deluxe model came in a variety of 

nice colors, but I was stingy and bought the regular version. Both the model and the color 

of my car were the same as the taxis that filled the streets at the time, and I don't even 

know how many times I was mistaken for a cab. 

Once when I was turning down an alley, a middle-aged gentleman who resembled a 

raccoon stood waving his hand and yelling something at me. Wondering what he wanted, 

I backed up my car to where he was standing. When I rolled down my window, the 

gentleman mumbled "What? That's not a taxi," and turned and walked off. Another time, 

a lady who resembled a fox caught me and, opening the door, gruffly commanded that I 

take her to such and such a place as she began to enter the car. When I mumbled "Um, 

excuse me, ma'am..." she finally figured out the situation, and spitting out "The nerve!" 

she slammed the door. Estimating from such experiences, I think I could have made more 

money as an independent taxi driver than I have as a writer. 

Anyway, the young man called me "sir," and explaining that he had some showcase 

sample blankets, asked me if I would like to buy one with my "allowance." Leading me 

to the passenger seat of the minivan, he picked up one of the blankets that sat there. 
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"This usually costs 4,000 yen, but I'll give it to you for 2,000 yen. It would really help 

us out. Actually, any amount would be great," he said. 

I remembered that I hadn't had enough blankets the previous winter, and had been 

cold. The temperatures had been average for that time of the year, so I was able to endure 

it, but there would be serious consequences if we had an abnormal cold wave. I thought 

that it might be good to buy something like this half-price blanket. The young man spoke 

again. 

"This one isn't really that good. This one here is great, though. On the normal market 

it sells for 12,000 yen. Actually, 12,300 yen. But I'll give it to you for 5,000. Please help 

us out." 

Though I knew nothing at all about the price of blankets, even I could see that, just as 

the youth had said, the first blanket wasn't really that good, but the second blanket was 

top class. 

"Actually, any amount would be great. We're really in a bind. Please help us out." 

I didn't know why the young man was in a bind, but he looked to me like he was. 

12,000 yen was more likely 8,000 yen. Considering the fellow's circumstances, if I said 

"I'd only pay 3,000 yen for something like this," he'd probably give it to me for 3,000 yen 

without losing a beat. However, how could I haggle when I could see through the whole 

thing? 

"The product is fine. You can write down my license plate number if you'd like," the 

young man said. 



 
 

289 
 

Not wanting to let this opportunity get away, with lightening speed I handed over 

5,000 yen, and the youth carried the blanket to my car. I almost felt like giving him a tip. 

My heart was full as I drove home. I didn't know the circumstances, but I had saved a 

young man (I had a gut feeling that he was involved in some type of criminal activity), 

and I had gotten a half-price deal. Basking in my satisfaction, I almost crashed into 

another car. Twice. 

Arriving at home full of pride, I asked my wife "How much do you think a blanket 

like this would cost?" I couldn't believe it, but she said that it was a worthless product 

that was unlikely to sell for even 2,000 yen. I sensed that she was probably just jealous. 

Women are foolish, and can't stand it if their husbands are more skilled at domestic 

affairs than they are. However, I had the blanket examined by an expert, and found out 

that it was even more worthless than my wife had said. But that's not what I'm angry 

about. What is unforgivable is that my wife said "Dear, please don't do any 

shopping…ever." I was merely thinking of my family when I bought that 12,000 yen 

blanket for 5,000 yen. Why don't women try to understand that male frame of mind? 

Even my three-and-a-half year old daughter was too cruel: 

"Daddy, you're hopeless." 

 

Am I part of the bourgeoisie because I purchased a 5,000 yen blanket in a flash of 

lightning? No. The bourgeoisie doesn't spend money in that manner. Their use of money 

is more masterful. They will spend a billion yen, but are rather stingy when it comes to 

smaller things. 
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I was once invited to the vacation home of a rather wealthy Chinese man in Hong 

Kong. Apparently they all keep their money in American banks. They travel to Japan to 

ski in the winter, and their families travel to the United States and Europe. The man had 

an excellent cook. The food was better than even the most famous restaurants. He gave 

my wife a gift, and out of curiosity, I went to a department store and checked the price. 

(It's not something I usually do.) I found out that it was a cheap item, costing only a 

fraction of what I had assumed.  

There are even wealthier people. For example, the fellow who created the beautiful 

yet ridiculous Tiger Balm Garden was a true billionaire.17 He created an enormous 

fortune out of a bit of medicine, then built famous parks in Hong Kong and Singapore, 

filled with grotesque stone dolls and beasts. The one in Singapore is more gaudy, but 

even though it's ridiculous, looking at it filled me with a certain sense of awe for the 

unfathomable Chinese. His chubby heir has taken over (there are actually seven or eight 

heirs, and it is not clear who the real heir is), and recently visited Japan. The fellow just 

grinned lackadaisically at the beautiful girls, and never spent any money. 

Do what the Europeans call "foolish Americans" spend money wastefully? 

Apparently there are some that do. However, I have also seen things such as the 

following. There was a group of well-dressed Americans at the entrance to a five-star 

hotel in Hong Kong, preparing to leave. Two bellhops that were no more than boys 

hustled about loading the car with a tremendous number of trunks. Behind them an 

American with skin the color of ham stood watching, coins jangling in his hand. 

                                                 
17 Aw Boon Haw (1882-1954). Chinese entrepreneur, philanthropist, and developer of Tiger Balm (based 
on a formula originally created by his father). 
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Wondering how they would tip, I watched casually, yet with magnanimous curiosity. 

Finally the car was ready. The American fellow handed the bellhops ten or so coins, and I 

saw clearly that they were ten and five cent coins, not American, but Hong Kong. One 

Hong Kong dollar was equivalent to about seventy yen. There were more than ten pieces 

of luggage. As far as we could recall, the going rate for tips was twenty five cents 

(American) per item. The bellhops just looked at each other with wry smiles and clicked 

their tongues. 

This shows how truly good customers we Japanese are. In particular, before we could 

freely travel overseas, the per diem for a traveler who had gained a bit of a name for 

himself was thirty-five dollars. I took that kind of trip once myself. A traveler who wants 

to keep up appearances would need about that much, but not somebody like me. However, 

it appears that, for the most part, everybody uses as much as they are allotted. 

Accordingly, any time we would visit the home of someone that had returned from a trip 

overseas, we would have to examine dozens of souvenirs, pretending that we were 

interested, and on top of that, look at slides and watch movies of the trip. It was quite a 

calamity. Now it's a consistent five hundred dollars, whether you are just going to Hong 

Kong, or taking a trip around the world. People coming back from Hong Kong look like 

snails, with all kinds of luggage on their backs. 

When we get the check at a restaurant, we just look at the total and pay the bill. 

Foreigners, on the other hand, painstakingly confirm the whole thing, from beginning to 

end. We need to learn from that example. 



 
 

292 
 

To begin with, the Japanese put on airs, even when they're poor. (We're wealthy 

compared to the average for the world, but we don't have the high caliber that goes with 

it.) When we have guests, we give them a feast even if it means a trip to the pawn shop. 

A certain German psychologist, a woman, often visited the home of my older brother. 

Every time she came, they fed her splendidly. Once day she said to my brother "Your 

family is very extravagant." She thought that they always ate that way. In her culture, 

except for on special occasions, guests were always fed the same things as that which the 

family usually ate, with possibly a bit more effort put into dessert. That makes it easier to 

invite guests over, and guests can be more comfortable and at ease.  

It's not good for small children to be scurrying about when guests are around. It's rude 

to the guests, and spoils the children. The guests will have to say things like "Oh, how 

cute!" or "How old are you, son?" hiding the fact that they are actually thinking "You 

look like an orangutan," or "You're probably about eight hundred years old." The snacks 

that have been set out get pawed through, the guests get their cheeks pulled, and the 

children simply go to the devil, with no manners at all. 

Having said that, my home is small, and there is no reception room, so my daughter is 

always there when guests come over. The guests always say "Oh, how cute!" but I always 

interpret this as "I'd love to toss that brat into a blast furnace!" and get terribly depressed. 

 

Distinguished families are always strict with the children, and stingy with allowances. 

The son of one of Japan's wealthiest families went to a high-class restaurant with his 

friends. He often went there with his parents, so without thinking, he entered the place. 
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However, he couldn't read the menu, which was in French, and even with all three of the 

young men pitching in, they didn't have enough money to buy a single meal. So, they 

ordered one item that was within their budget. When the waiter asked "Only one?" they 

answered "We'll share it," and the waiter gave them an odd look then walked away. A 

short time later, the waiter brought out a bowl of soup. That story may be a bit of an 

exaggeration, but it's true that the children of the wealthy aren't given much money. They 

eventually get enrolled at some foreign university, but unlike some spoiled kid from a 

moderately wealthy family that just plays the whole time, the sons of the very wealthy 

more often than not buckle down and study diligently. 

I went to high school with the son of the manufacturer of a well-known brand of sake, 

and I looked forward to visiting his home for the first time. I figured that I would be able 

to drink as much high-class sake as I wanted. Unfortunately, I found out that nobody ever 

got to drink that famous brand of sake in their home. When I left the house, I went to a 

nearby street vendor and drank some wretched second-class booze. 

Because I have a poor man's mentality, I buy cheap souvenirs when I go on trips. It 

appears that I inherited that trait from my father. My mother, on the other hand, 

absolutely hated to buy frivolous items. Her policy was to buy just one good item. 

Accordingly, she almost never bought anything even when she traveled overseas. The 

reason was that she didn't have enough money to buy anything good. Instead, she would 

take spoons and the like from the airplane. Once when I arrived at Haneda Airport, my 

mother showed up for some reason, and when I started to give the porter a big tip, she 

stopped me, say sharply "Only fifty yen per piece." 



 
 

294 
 

I have yet to see the pyramids of Egypt. I've been told that there is a motorway that 

goes right up to them now, but that there are still camels hanging about, with a bunch of 

guides waiting. From the time of Mark Twain18 they have been rascally villains, putting 

you on a camel for a certain price then demanding a tip, making the camel buck and jump 

to terrify the customers that don't pay it. When my mother visited the pyramids during the 

Taishō Period,19 she apparently rode quite a distance over the desert on a camel. At one 

point, the Japanese men that were with her disappeared into the shadows of the 

undulating desert landscape, leaving my mother alone. It was clear that it had been 

planned by the guide. The guide began adamantly demanding a tip, but my mother 

refused. She said that when they caught up with the rest of the party she would give him 

one, but when they did catch up, she didn't give the man a single piaster. My mother 

could be the only woman to ever outwit an Egyptian guide. On a side note, when camels 

stand up from a sitting position, they go up first with the hind legs. Riders that don't know 

that go tumbling forward. My father was the only member of the Japanese group that 

rolled off his camel. 

There are actually camels in the Tottori Sand Dunes.20 The camels are disgraceful, 

and it costs money not only to ride one, but even to have your picture taken with one. 

What's even more outrageous is the single "South Seas Tree" that grows there. I have a 

rather good grasp of the vegetation of the South Seas, but no matter how much I stared at 

                                                 
18 This is likely a reference to an account in Mark Twain's 1869 book The Innocents Abroad, which was 
based on the travels of Samuel Clemens, which included a visit to the pyramids of Egypt. 
19 1912-1926. 
20 Tottori Sand Dunes are located near on the Sea of Japan side of Tottori Prefecture in southwestern Japan. 
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it, tilted my head, or folded my arms, I couldn't figure out what it was. When I got a little 

closer, I saw that it was painted bamboo, with leaves cut out of tin and attached to it. 

While I was gone to the Karakoram mountain range, my mother finally got the 

opportunity to visit Tahiti. Just the other day, she showed up at my house with three or 

four bananas and told me to get out a frying pan, some butter, and a bottle of cognac. 

After quickly slicing the bananas, she fried them in the butter, then dumped my beloved 

cognac on them and lit the bananas on fire. She tossed out a quick "This is called 'flamed 

bananas,'" then immediately went home. She had wanted to eat some bananas at the hotel 

in Tahiti, but plain bananas are so cheap in Tahiti that they weren't even on the menu, so 

she reluctantly ordered flamed bananas. Discontented and deeply disappointed, she had 

come over merely to teach us about flamed bananas. 

It's always better to have plenty of money when you go on a trip. Thomas Mann once 

took a trip in which he gave enormous tips. If circumstances allow, I would like to try 

that some day. However, you have to travel penniless at least while you're young. When 

you're young, everything tastes good, and you're fine even if you eat nothing. You don't 

even care where you stay or what you wear. Right after the war, when I was living in the 

high school dorm, I got so that nothing much surprised me. Once I didn't take a bath for 

two months, and another time I wore the same shirt every day for three months straight. 

Learning from such experiences, I wore the same underpants for all forty days I was in 

the Karakoram mountain range recently. It's not as if I didn't have a change of underwear. 

In my experience, grime helps keep the body warm. If I had changed my underpants, I 

probably would have fallen ill. 



 
 

296 
 

When you have little money and work on a tight budget, all creation seems to 

penetrate to your heart to an amazing degree. Once when I was a student traveling from 

Shinshu21 to Sendai,22 without enough money even to buy an ice cream cone, my stomach 

growling incessantly, the box lunch that somebody was eating next to me really 

penetrated to my heart. If something like this happens overseas, the lack of money is even 

more striking. 

Once I stayed at a cheap 500-yen-per-night hotel in Milan, and I remember sitting on 

a squeaky bed under a dim light bulb examining the contents of my wallet, counting each 

wrinkled bill and each coin. With a lonesome heart I calculated how much I needed for 

the train, how much I needed for meals, and such, but I remember the dirty, warped walls 

of the room as if they were here in front of me right now. On the other hand, I can't 

remember anything at all about the luxurious hotels I stayed in later on when I had money. 

Once when stopping at a Belgian port, my ship's departure was delayed, and I spent a 

night on a single dollar. I bought a couple of postcards, got my change, and sat, lonely, in 

a cafe writing messages on the postcards. I was able to drink two glasses of beer and one 

glass of lemon tea on the money I had left, and sat there for about two hours. This left me 

with the impression that a dollar was quite a bit of money, so I was horribly mortified 

when a dollar disappeared each time I drank a single beer in Okinawa. I remember the 

first time I set foot on foreign soil, in Singapore. I took a long, long drive one night with a 

girl for a bite to eat, and gave her a mere fifty cents when I dropped her off in front of her 

apartment. Oh how I wish I could meet her again! 

                                                 
21 信州. An area of Japan that is approximately covered by Nagano Prefecture in central Japan. 
22 仙台. The capital of Miyagi Prefecture in northern Japan. 
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The main unit of the Karakoram mountain climbing party returned to Japan recently. 

Some of them had camped out in India before returning. They ate the cheapest fruit, and 

slept someplace that appeared to be a golf course. They said that when they opened their 

eyes in the morning and looked up, they saw cow butts. Regardless of what travels they 

experience in the future, it is likely that the image of those cow butts will remain vivid till 

the day they die. 

Many young people leave Japan each year to travel overseas without money or to 

travel around the world. That's a wonderful thing. However, things don't always work out 

well for them. 

The worst story I've heard is about a young man who left on a trip around the world 

and stopped first in Hong Kong. Right off he began buying cameras and jewelry, using 

up all his money. Cameras and jewelry in hand, he beat a hasty retreat home to Japan. 
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APPENDIX C SAKE AND EXAMS 

(Sake to shiken ni tsuite)23 
By Kita Morio 

Translated by Reed M. Peterson 
 
 

It is said that there is an old Spanish adage that states that a man is warmed by a 

woman until he is thirty, then by a glass of alcohol for a number of years, and finally by 

the fireplace in his old age. In my case, there weren't any women willing to warm me up, 

so I just drank. And not just one glass. A lot. 

When I was in high school, the only thing available was unrefined sake and really bad 

shōchū,24 but by the time I was in college, the alcohol was getting better little by little. 

But looking back on it, the quality was really bad at first. Sake was still being rationed, 

and when I was lodging at the home of my teacher Mr. Y, there was this stuff called 

"Cherry Blossom Whisky" that you could get for 107 yen a bottle. One day one of my 

classmates from Matsumoto High came to Sendai for a visit. The three of us drank two 

bottles of that whisky, and it knocked my friend out completely. Dragging him to his 

brother's dormitory at Tohoku University, we went through the old parade grounds, and 

my friend stepped in a puddle of water. It looked like just a little puddle, but he kept 

going down, like in that African quicksand you always read about in kids' adventure 

books, and he got completely buried in it. We caused quite a tumult trying to drag him 

out. We never were able to recover his sandals that had sunk down to a depth just about 

where your fingers could reach. I lugged his gunk-covered body to the dorm and removed 

                                                 
23 酒と試験について. From Dokutoru Manbō seishunki (An Account of The Adolescence of Doctor 
Manbō), Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1968. Translation included by permission. All rights reserved. 
24 焼酎. A type of traditional Japanese distilled spirit brewed from potatoes, wheat, barley, or rice. 



 
 

299 
 

his clothing, and even his underpants were covered in mud. It must have been the mother 

of all bottomless mud puddles. 

When Takara Shōchū went on the market, we thought it was really good, and you 

could say that to us the ideal whisky was our luxury liquor. 

In the beginning we would buy that kind of sake and have parties at the boarding 

house, but after a while we started going out to drink. At first my friend and I would 

timidly make our way into an outdoor stall. We were shocked that the strange whisky we 

drank cost 40 yen a glass. It seemed a waste not to be drunk at that price, so we would 

leave and start jumping and bouncing around outside. 

My great teacher when it came to alcohol, though, was S, an upperclassman who had 

been on the Matsumoto High School track team. I met him on the train one day. He knew 

all kinds of places to drink. S had friends in Sendai that took us around to bars and 

cabarets, and even paid for it. Along the way, we even learned how to get the barmaids to 

let us stay over at their apartments. I should probably point out that even though we 

stayed over, we remained virgins. 

Sendai, of course, provides much less entertainment than Tokyo. Students don't have 

much to do, other than play pachinko or go dancing. When I was a sophomore, Sendai 

was caught up in dance fever, with a number of dancehalls, including one for the 

Occupation, and dance classrooms were all over the place. 

I decided to learn how to dance as well. What I got, however, was the bitterness of 

Hell. 
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Unlike dancing nowadays, where you just move back and forth to the rhythm, back 

then we did social dance, and the first thing we learned was Blues dancing. So, in the 

beginning, that was all I could do. In addition, I have absolutely no ear for music, so I 

never knew which record was Blues. For each song that was played, I had to ask my high 

school buddy "Hey, what's this song?" 

"That's a Quickstep." 

"Hey, this one's a Tango, right?" 

"No, that's a Waltz." 

"Okay, then, this one's got to be a Tango." 

"No, this time it's Blues." 

"What? Blues? Now I can dance!" 

Finally I would start out looking for someone to dance with, but most of the people 

who came to the dance school were male, and there were only a few girls. In addition, the 

guys who were good dancers were confident enough to start right out and find a partner, 

but I spent all my time looking for one that was just right, since I didn't want to impose 

myself on the girls that were good dancers, and before I could find one, everyone would 

be taken. So, I would dejectedly return to the wall and wait for the next Blues. 

"Hey, that's a Quickstep, right?" 

"No, that's a Rumba. Don't you even know that?" 

"Oh, finally they're playing Blues. Okay, here I go!" 

"Hold on! How many times have I told you that that's a Tango?" 
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They hardly ever played a Blues song, so I just stood there waiting, pitiful and 

irritated, more of a wall pebble than a wall flower. 

But somehow, mysteriously, I finally learned to tell the difference between the songs, 

and I learned all the dances that were big at the time. Not only that, but near the end of 

college, a woman who was teaching dance just to students as a hobby at her home took 

me under her wing to teach me. She was probably enchanted by my perplexed 

countenance. I even learned how to do ten difficult variations of the Tango, starting with 

the Argentine Tango. 

Of course, now, over a decade later, I've completely forgotten all of it, but about once 

a year, when I go dancing as some kind of vestige of yesteryear, and start in with a 

Quickstep at a tremendous pace, I end up kicking the shins and stepping on the toes of 

my partner who can't do anything but basic rhythmic dancing. So, I've decided to never 

dance again. 

At the time, though, I was really into it, and even on the rare occasions I would go to 

a cabaret, dancing was my main objective. I selected partners that were good at dancing 

rather than girls who had a pretty face, because dancing with a skilled partner is like 

riding in a sports car rather than an old, rattling heap. I took the same approach to 

girlfriends. My friend George II even said once, "Buddy, you're scraping the bottom of 

the barrel when it comes to your female friends." 

There was an even more splendid dancer. He was a fellow who had once challenged 

me to a game of Japanese chess. He was constantly at the dance studio, and eventually 

became qualified as a dance instructor. Once at a dance for college students, he brought 
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his professional dance partner and during a break they were giving a demonstration of a 

slow Foxtrot. Unfortunately, they had put too much boric acid powder on the floor to get 

it smoother, and when the couple started to dance from their initial spectacular pose they 

slipped, and almost hit the ground. It was rather embarrassing. 

But it wasn't until close to graduation that we started going to cabarets, and in the 

beginning we drank at outdoor stands and cheap bars that were just barely bars. 

Sometimes adults we met bought us our drinks. Other times, we would drink a small 

bottle or two, then when the place closed we would shake the liquor store owner out of 

bed and buy a big bottle, go back to the barmaid's place, and drink some more. I can't 

believe those women were willing to hang out with destitute students like us. 

Once when we were drinking at an outdoor stand, I went by myself to a nearby bar I 

had never been to before. I asked the lone woman working there for a small bottle and 

started sipping at it, when the phone rang and the woman left the room. Thinking it was 

my chance, I downed the bottle in a few gulps then reached behind the counter, grabbed a 

big bottle, and quickly filled my small bottle. As I started to guzzle it I began choking 

and spit it out. It wasn't sake; it was soy sauce. I must have been really drunk to have 

mistaken soy sauce for sake. 

At the time, the large bars had tables and chairs, and sold drinks at retail price; I was a 

regular customer of these places. When we would drink at bars, we'd first drink at a place 

like that and build a foundation, then drink only one bottle of expensive beer. 

The bar I have to be the most thankful for is a place called O. We would sit in the 

corner ordering hardly anything, and two pretty young girls who worked there would 
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bring us the leftover beer from other customers. Sometimes there was only a third of the 

bottle left, but sometimes the bottle would be open but untouched. We would drink what 

they brought us, and when they weren't busy we would dance the Jitterbug. I suppose we 

were "problem customers," but the woman who ran the place was kind, and would give 

us a whole bunch of boxes of matches when we left, so we were even able to save on the 

cost of matches. 

But no matter how we economized, for a while we were out drinking every night, so 

the costs was considerable. I would send my father letters telling him I needed some type 

of medical reference book or something, and because he was publishing poetry and essay 

collections in rapid succession and making money at the time, he sent money liberally. 

My father knew that medical books were expensive, and that his son would need a lot of 

them if he was going to become a great doctor. However, I bought only the bare 

minimum, and used the majority of the money drinking. I was the epitome of a bad son. 

Once when I was behind on my tuition payments, a notice was sent to my parents' home. 

Tuition at state medical schools was cheap at the time, probably around two or three 

thousand yen per year, but I even drank that up. My mother sent me a letter scolding me, 

adding at the end the proverb "By the time you wish to be a good son, your parents are 

gone." 

It was also S who taught me about pawning my briefcase. Any time we didn't have 

money for the night's drinking, he would take two or three of our briefcases—mine only 

had my lunch box and ping pong racket in it—to the pawnshop and make some drinking 

money. Even if you only had something in the pawnshop for a single day, they would 
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take a month's worth of interest. Moreover, some of my friends had their notebooks and 

texts in their briefcases, so they couldn't go to class unless they got them out of hock. But 

S would somehow come up with money from somewhere and get the briefcases back. 

When the whisky that's available now was newly marketed, and there were tasting 

sessions at department stores and the like, we would make our way there and drink a 

bunch for free. We would go to the homes of our acquaintances and drink for free. We 

would wander the bars looking for adults we knew and drink for free. It was truly 

shameless. 

On the other hand, we had no other luxuries. Until right before I graduated, I don't 

remember ever having western food other than when I had dinner at somebody's house or 

had curry at a department store cafeteria. When I wanted to get nutrition from something 

other than the vegetables at my boarding house, I bought some of the fatty, hard-to-chew 

whale bacon that was readily available at the time, a five-yen croquette that was mostly 

potato, or when I really wanted to splurge, a 30-yen pork cutlet, and ate it in my room. Of 

course, the food shortage had ended, and I would even have delicious boiled rice with 

oysters frequently at W's house, so there was no particular need to search for food. Once, 

at the urging of S, not surprisingly, we bought a large amount of early-season bonito 

sashimi and took it to the barmaid's boarding house for a wing-ding, but that was the 

most extravagant we ever got on spending money for food. On the other hand, we wasted 

money when we were drunk, sending the barmaids home in cycle rickshaws and the like. 

There were almost no taxis in Sendai at the time, but they had rickshaws pulled by 

bicycles, and in the winter they would put little firepans on the floor, and it was rather 
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romantic. Later it changed to something that we called a "bustler," which was like the 

grandchild of a motorcycle, and was about as unromantic as you could imagine. 

So basically, you could say that I drank just about everything other than my rent and a 

little bit for books. But as I wandered drunk and lackadaisical, I was able to see a variety 

of human events that had been previously unknown to me. On the other hand, while I 

learned a bit about adult entertainment, drunks really are uninteresting, and the only thing 

that was truly worthwhile was when somebody who was of a bit higher caliber got drunk 

and talked about something that he otherwise wouldn't have. 

 

Though I was an indolent student who rarely went to class, I was surprisingly able to 

pass my exams. You might think it required some type of magic, but in reality I used a 

variety of tactics. 

I have to be grateful to M, a friend from Matsumoto High School, who though he was 

one of my drinking buddies, always went to class and always took excellent, easy-to-read 

notes. 

M boarded after me at Mr. Y's home. Beginning three or four days before an exam, I 

would stay over at his place and create an excerpt of his notes for myself. If I had tried to 

get good scores, I would just have gotten confused and ended up in complete destruction, 

but because I strictly limited my goal to passing the test, I just got enough of his notes to 

get at least 60 percent. I was at least able to memorize the things on that simple extract. 

I also had the special ability to play a hunch. I would get upperclassmen to tell me the 

questions from the past couple of years, then combined with my knowledge of the 
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psychological state of the professor, make a calculated guess, and just like some 

supernatural power, I would be right. Looking at my notebooks from the time, there are 

drawings of little mountains by questions that had somewhat of a chance of being on the 

exam, and drawings of huge, rugged Alps by the questions that I was absolutely sure 

would appear. 

I also had the ability to guess how many points my answers would get with a 

considerable degree of accuracy. Considering that people tend to be a bit blind when it 

comes to themselves, this was surely a type of skill. Accordingly, if my hunch was 

correct, and I was able to get to 70 points, I would immediately finish the test and leave 

the exam hall, and if I saw that I would only get 50 points, I would mobilize all of my 

literary skills and come up with something so hokey as to make a one look like a ten. 

If I go into too much detail, teachers around the nation will be upset with me, but 

basically what you do is write simple, concise answers for questions you understand well 

and labyrinth-like answers for the ones you don't. It's worked in reverse, as well. Once on 

an anatomy exam, I had estimated that I would just barely reach 60% on two of the three 

questions. The final, 25-point question was about "the male urethra." The female urinary 

tract is short and simple, but the male urethra is long, consisting of three sections, and 

from the penis back is complex. I had absolutely no knowledge about that section. I drew 

a quick picture of a penis, with a line going through the middle, an arrow on one end of 

the line, and wrote, simply, "It goes through here." I figured that this would infuriate the 

professor, but if he were a serious professor, he would hesitate to give me a zero. If 

nothing else, though even a child in kindergarten would be able to draw it, the penis 
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portion wasn't at all incorrect. I had confidence that if I at least got two or three points for 

the drawing I would pass, and I actually did. 

This strategy failed spectacularly with Professor M in physiology. I was completely 

clueless about a question regarding something called the "Wever-Bray Effect," and on top 

of that, I hadn't been able to make it to the passing line with the other questions at all. If I 

had possessed even an ounce of knowledge about it I could have dressed it up a bit, but 

unfortunately, I didn't even have that ounce. So, I let my old high school habit come into 

play, and hacked out the following: 

"In a certain country there was a great scholar named Professor Wever, who 

possessed a wealth of knowledge and was also exceedingly diligent when it came to 

education. The students in that country, however, were all lazy, and never studied at all, 

but they had an extraordinary sense of intuition and were able to guess which questions 

would be on the exams. Using this, they were able to pass their exams easily even 

without studying. This was true with Professor Wever's exams as well. Distressed at this, 

Professor Wever tried to make them slip up, but still the students were able to use their 

strange intuition to guess the questions. Professor Wever finally became outraged and 

began to bray loudly at the students for their insolence.25 He immediately shut himself up 

in his laboratory and after 365 days of grinding research without eating or sleeping, he 

finally completed development of his "Effect" which made it impossible for students to 

guess which questions were going to be on exams. Because the discovery had been made 

                                                 
25 The original reads "そこで教授は大いに立腹し、「無礼な！」とひとこえ叫んだ" (literally, "At 
that point, the professor became greatly angered and yelled 'Insolent!'"). In the translation, I use the 
convenient coincidence that burei, the Japanese word for "rude" or "insolent," sounds somewhat like the 
English word "bray." 
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after the professor began braying at his students, it came to be referred to as the "Wever-

Bray Effect." The greatness of this "Effect" is such that even I have been unable to guess 

the question, and I am now compelled to resign myself to merely sighing as I face this 

problem." 

Or something like that. 

But even my great literary talents were ineffective at the university, and I not only 

failed miserably, but had to retake the exam, then retake the retake, then retake the retake 

of the retake. But I do respect and like Professor M. He was not only a man of great 

virtue, but of humor as well, and he paid as much attention to nurturing as he did to 

teaching. 

It is important to learn the tendencies of your professors, though. There was one 

professor of internal medicine who at that time was researching something he called 

"milk therapy." He would have patients drink large amounts of milk as a treatment for a 

variety of ailments, and actually found that it had a diuretic effect. The professor didn't 

refer to "urine" or even "pee," but always used the soft and delicate expression "tinkle."26 

In lectures on clinical studies, for example, he would say "When the patient is given one 

liter of milk the first week, then two liters the second week, he will discharge significant 

amounts of tinkle." 

When I took exams from that professor, I would always add something about milk as 

part of the therapy, even for completely unrelated ailments. "When the patient is given 

one cup of milk each day, he will discharge a truly significant amount of tinkle." 

                                                 
26 小水. 
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I'm sure that when he read my answers, he was so pleased that he gave me an extra 

ten points. 

Once, on an exam for a certain course, no matter how devilishly hard I twisted my 

brain, I estimated that I would only get about twenty or thirty percent, but amazingly I 

passed. I still can't understand it, and it's likely that he just tossed the exams down from 

the top of a staircase and assigned grades based on which step they landed on, or maybe 

his eyes were so blurred from a hangover that he couldn't actually read my answers. 

Once I did a spectacular bit of cheating. It was on a test for forensic medicine or 

something like that, and the examination wasn't given in the usual hall. All of the other 

students always went to class so they knew where all the lecture halls were, but I only 

knew a couple of the big ones. For more than half of the courses I took, I didn't attend 

even one lecture, so I often saw the professor for the first time when I took exams. This 

day the exam was being given in a hall I had never heard of before, and since I didn't 

know where it was I took a significant amount of time trying to find it. By the time I 

pushed open the heavy door and went in, the clock indicated that half an hour had already 

passed since the beginning of the exam. The entire class knew what kind of student I was, 

so when I came wandering in at such a ridiculous time everyone in the terraced classroom 

who had been working on the exam burst out laughing. 

The proctor for the exam wasn't the professor, but was just some office staff member. 

He didn't chase me out of the classroom or anything, but silently handed me the test. 

After the laughter had died down, I climbed the steps, test in hand, and found an empty 

seat. I sat down and glanced over the two problems, and realized immediately that my 
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little bit of preparatory guesswork was completely off the mark and that there was 

nothing I could do. I couldn't even make something up. After staring at the test for a few 

moments, I began to stand up, with the intention of leaving, as had been my habit in high 

school. However, I was sure that if I left within three minutes after coming thirty minutes 

late, the class would laugh even harder, so I hesitated a bit. 

Suddenly, the student next to me quietly pushed his own answer sheet over to me. He 

was a small, quiet young man, and I didn't even know his name. Of course, the only 

names I knew were of those I played baseball or ping pong with, or with whom I had 

been in a practical training group. I still didn't know the names of most of the people in 

my class when we graduated. This young man was likely a particularly kind fellow, and 

when he saw that I was just staring at the problems without even picking up my pencil, he 

decided to help me, since he had already finished, even though we weren't friends. 

Fortunately, unlike other tests, the proctor wasn't wandering around between seats. I 

did think that what I was doing was rather unscrupulous, but I was even more resolved 

against retaking the test. Looking over his test, I was grateful for the tidy manner in 

which this excellent student had documented his answers, which I was sure would get full 

points. Taking in the substance of his answers, I quickly wrote it down in a manner I 

thought would get me sixty or seventy percent. Of course, I altered the answers a bit to fit 

myself. 

When I pushed his test back to him, he glanced at me with a look as if he were asking 

me if I was really finished, and when I nodded, he stood up and made his way into the 

group of students who had started to hand in their tests. Not only was he wonderfully 
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poised, but I have to say that I owe him a debt of gratitude for making it possible to 

economize on my study time even more. Sadly, I can't remember ever thanking him. I 

wish I could offer my respectful gratitude now, but unfortunately I don't even know his 

name. 

But the reason I cheated so horribly is that I had already decided to become a writer, 

and I had decided to put forth the minimum amount of effort on the medical school tests 

so that I didn't completely disappoint my father. Cheating on something that you want to 

learn is the same as discarding your aims, and cheating to get a better grade is the worst 

of the worst. 

Be that as it may, I did work as a doctor for a time. This may seem like I was placing 

the general public in danger for their lives, but modern medicine is differentiated into 

separate fields, and I became the type of psychiatrist that I thought was acceptable. 

Furthermore, placing humility to the side and speaking frankly, I have read as many 

books on psychiatry as the next person, and have been serious in my treatment of patients. 

More importantly, my family operated a mental hospital and I was raised in the midst of 

crazy people, and besides, I've got psychological disorders myself. Learning psychiatry 

and treating patients is completely different from associating with patients for many years 

without formally studying it. The latter are surprisingly better at viewing patients with 

unclouded eyes. 

Even after I became an assistant at a university hospital, I didn't engage in any 

notable research, I didn't write a single paper, and I was treated like a good-for-nothing, 
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but to be perfectly honest, my understanding of mental patients makes that of the run-of-

the-mill psychiatrist pale in comparison. 

Recently, however, I have had less and less time to absorb the continual progress of 

psychiatry, in particular the new medications, and the number of excellent psychiatrists in 

Japan has increased, so I decided that I could leave it up to them and quit practicing as a 

doctor. Regardless of how haphazard and irresponsible I seem, I try to keep a certain 

degree of logical coherence in my life. 
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APPENDIX D NEW YEAR'S CARDS AND CHAIN LETTERS: A THREE-ESSAY 
SEQUENCE 

 
How I Spent New Year's Eve and New Year's Day 

New Year's Pain 
Chain Letters 

(Watashi no kure to shōgatsu 
Shōgatsu no kurushisa 
Kō/fukō no tegami)27 

By Kita Morio 
Translated by Reed M. Peterson 

 
 

How I Spent New Year's Eve and New Year's Day 
 

Every New Year's Eve, as long as I'm not in a deep depression, I take my daughter 

shopping at a department store in Shibuya. The reason is that, when my daughter was still 

little, I wanted to see what the city looked like on New Year's Eve, and also because I 

wanted to treat my daughter to a fancy meal. 

We would arrive in Shibuya in early evening, and it was always crowded with 

shoppers. My daughter would hold my hand so she would not get separated from me as 

we wandered through the bustling throng. I rarely go to such places, so I was absorbed 

with interest in the high-spirited voices of vendors and the shoppers earnestly picking out 

their New Year's cuisine. I'm sure that my wife prepared most of the our food at New 

Year's, but I recall buying herring roe and clams, which are a couple of my favorites. 

I had never gone out to eat with my daughter, so that first time I took her to Shibuya I 

intended to take her to a European-style restaurant in the station building and treat her to 

                                                 
27 私の暮と正月; 正月の苦しさ; 幸・不幸の手紙. From Manbō suizokukan (Manbō's Aquarium), 
Tokyo: Shinchosha, 1988. Translation included by permission. All rights reserved. 
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a feast with soup and everything. Unfortunately, there are apparently very few people 

who eat at such places on New Year's Eve, so the restaurant was closed. 

There was nothing we could do about it, so we went back out into the chilly night and 

walked around looking for a restaurant. We finally found one, and from the outside it 

looked like a grand establishment, so we entered without hesitation. The inside, which 

was hidden from view by frosted glass windows, however, was cheap and shabby. I'm the 

kind of fellow who asks little of food, clothing, and housing, so naturally I'm fine with 

that kind of place, but I was unable to fulfill my promise to give my daughter a fancy 

meal. 

Reluctantly, I ordered a dish of curry and rice, then turned to my daughter. 

"What are you going to have?" I asked, opening the meager menu in front of her. 

"Crab salad," she said quietly. 

"Oh, crab salad. That's a good choice. What else?" 

"That's all," was the only reply I could get, as she sat shyly with her head down. 

My curry came out immediately. My daughter's crab salad, however, took forever. 

Now that I think about it, that cheap joint probably had very few customers who ordered 

crab salad. When it finally came to the table, the bowl was splendid, but the salad itself 

was nothing but a tiny bit of canned crab sitting on top of a bit of lettuce. 

I felt sorry for my daughter, so I recommended getting something else. 

"Here's something called a 'rice omelet.' Why not try that?" 



 
 

315 
 

"This is enough," was all she would say. I had figured that there would be something 

special on New Year's Eve, so I had brought quite a bit of money with me, but my 

original plans were a complete failure. 

A few years ago, my daughter and I resurrected our tradition of going shopping for 

New Year's food. Even when I'm depressed, my daughter drags me out. 

Something wonderful happened last year. I was depressed, and lollygagged around, 

so we got to the department store in Shibuya later than usual. It was probably quite a bit 

past six o'clock. That department store usually closes at six, but I think they're open until 

seven on New Year's Eve. On top of that, a lot of stuff goes on sale when it starts to get 

late. 

As before, I bought a box of herring roe. 

"Hey, you should buy two" the clerk said. 

"How much would it be?" I asked. 

"I can't say," he replied, refusing to tell me the price. 

I was a bit uneasy, but I went for it and bought two. That herring roe was marked 

3,500 yen. I handed the clerk a 10,000 yen bill, and got 5,200 yen in change. In other 

words, it was quite a discount. I'm stingy, so I was delighted, and bought a large amount 

of food that was on sale for New Year's day. However, some of the shops wouldn't give 

me a discount. 

"Can't you drop the price a bit?" I would ask, but they would only sell it to me for the 

sticker price. 

After that, my daughter and I went to a coffee shop and had some iced coffee. 
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"We really get along well, don't we, papa," my daughter said cheerfully. "I had a lot 

of fun." 

She was like a different person compared to the little girl who sat silently eating crab 

salad that day long ago. Now she's all grown up and has a job. From what I hear, her 

words and actions are strange, and her colleagues tease her by collecting her "sayings." 

"Ninety percent of your blood is from me, so it's natural that we would get along," I 

said. "You know, you're really cute. You're just like the Moon Princess.28 That's also 

because my blood constitutes ninety percent of--." 

"Papa, shush. Everybody will think you're weird." 

"I see. Those other customers might think I'm an old, gray-haired pervert tempting a 

cute young girl. But you and I really do get along well. I'll bet your mother's jealous." 

Highly satisfied with my evening, I returned home. 

"Wow, you really bought a lot," my wife said. "I told you that we already have all 

this." 

"Don't be ridiculous. Guess how much this herring roe cost." 

Hearing how cheap the herring roe was, even my scary old wife got in a good mood. 

We invited my mother-in-law and spent the night as a family, eating year-end noodles29 

and listening to the temple bells ringing in the new year. 

                                                 
28 Kaguya-hime (かぐや姫). A beautiful girl sent to Earth from the Moon in the 10th-century Japanese 
folktale Taketori monogatari (竹取物語; Tale of the Bamboo Cutter). 
29 Toshikoshi soba (年越しそば). Buckwheat noodles eaten on New Year's Eve. 
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After that I stayed up until about four AM watching the late show on TV. Right when 

I finally thought I was getting to sleep, my wife pounded me out of bed. It was ten 

o'clock in the morning. 

"Dear, it's New Year's Day. It's time to get up!" 

I was groggy with sleep, but I got up in a fog, drank a little sake, and ate a bit of New 

Year's food. Unfortunately, I was still so sleepy that I didn't even recognize the taste of 

the herring roe that I had purchased at such an astounding discount. 

 

New Year's Pain 

In most cases I'm in a manic phase during the summer, and I'm in a depressed state 

during the winter, so having to get up early is truly agonizing. When my depression is 

really bad, I often sleep until five in the evening. At such times, my wife suddenly 

snatches away my blankets. 

"It's time to get up!" 

However, I pull the covers over me again, and after dozing for five or ten minutes, I 

get that complex sense of happiness that I did when I would ditch elementary school as a 

boy. I couldn't stay like that forever, though, since my scary old wife would be coming 

again. 

There are a lot of good movies shown in the middle of the night on New Year's Eve, 

so I often watch until dawn, but regardless of my piteous entreaties, my scary old wife 

wakes me up at about eleven in the morning. This is part of creating a happy home, so I 

guess there's nothing I can do about it. 
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It's hard for me to get up in the morning, but New Year's does provide the anticipation 

of receiving New Year's cards.30 I hated something as formal as New Year's cards when I 

was young, so I never sent a single one. However, I now receive quite a few. Sometimes I 

get them from my old teachers. I can't really avoid replying to those, but it's rude to send 

a reply only after I get the card from an old teacher, so I once hit upon an ingenious idea. 

A long time ago, I was able to avoid sending New Year's cards the year after my 

father died. In short, I was "In Mourning." For three or four years, I sent postcards with 

"In Mourning" written on them to people I absolutely had to send them to. This would 

seem to imply that, year after year, members of my family were dying. 

Eventually, one very polite person sent me a letter that read "I apologize for my 

rudeness in sending New Year's congratulations, unaware that you were in mourning." 

That made me feel rather guilty, so that was the last year that I was "In Mourning." 

These days I'm not very popular, and my books don't sell that well, but for a time I 

was a "Better Seller Writer" (not a "Best Seller Writer," but a better seller than most). 

Naturally, I received a lot of postcards and letters from readers. Some of them were 

abusive, but I really wanted to reply to my diligent readers. 

However, back in those days I received far too many letters and the like. The worst 

was when a collection of conversations with Endō Shūsaku, titled Korian vs. Manbō, was 

published. We put photographs of interesting letters we had received from readers on the 

back cover. On one of them, the editor slipped up and forgot to remove my home address. 

                                                 
30 年賀状. Postcards sent to friends, relatives, business associates, etc., with New Year's greetings written 
or printed on one side. Ordinarily, New Year's cards sent before New Year's Day are collected by the post 
office and delivered all at once on New Year's Day. 
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For the next year or so, I suffered through the reception of fifty or more pieces of mail 

every day. It's truly regrettable, but not only was I unable to send replies to all of them, I 

wasn't even able to read all the way through the long ones. If I tried to get through all of 

them, I wouldn't even be able to work. So, I had no other option but to use two types of 

preprinted postcard. One of these was the "Almighty Postcard." On the back was printed 

the following: 

"Happy New Year 

"Midsummer/Midwinter Greetings 

"Congratulations (Condolences) on Your Birthday, Passing the Test, Failing the Test, 

"Your Marriage, Your Divorce 

"Best wishes for your health, happiness, and success." 

All I would have to do is circle the applicable expression. This got rave reviews, and 

it was easy for me, since all I had to do was draw a circle and sign my name. Underneath 

it was printed "MORIO: In bed," with a picture of a frog sleeping in a futon. The picture 

of the frog was because my nickname as a kid was "Frog," because of my puffy eyelids. 

My other nickname was "Rickety Car," because I was an extremely slow runner. 

The other type of postcard I had printed read as follows: 

"Salutations. Thank you for your card or letter. I deeply apologize, but it has become 

increasingly difficult for me to write replies. I truly realize that printed cards are a bit 

dreary, and I ask your forgiveness. I am deeply grateful for your good wishes, your 

correction of my faults, and all other such things. I pray for your health and prosperity." 

I would then just sign it, but this was received rather poorly by my readers. 
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At the time I had a young woman who would come in three times a week to do some 

secretarial work, so I had her write all the addresses. It wasn't because I was lazy. It really 

was because I got so many letters that it was nearly impossible for me to handle them all 

myself. 

Recently, the number of letters from readers has drastically decreased, so I can write a 

few lines myself in reply to the ones that are pleasant. I write the addressee's name myself 

as well, and just have either my wife or my daughter write the address. If you see one that 

is horribly poorly done, you should assume that it was my daughter. However, they say 

that birds of a feather flock together, and it's clear that I get many letters from people 

suffering from mania. They usually have a lot of energy, as well as free time, so on 

occasion they'll send me twenty or thirty pages crammed with writing. Day after day. 

There's no way I could read all of them, and if I make the mistake of replying, they get 

carried away and send me long, long letters on a daily basis. On occasion they send them 

special delivery, so I sometimes worry about their financial situation. Accordingly, I 

usually just reply once to each person. 

I gave up on "In Mourning" and began having New Year's cards printed. I would 

write "Happy New Year" or "Congratulations on the New Year" and address it in my own 

hand, and that would be it. 

I made a bit of a change last year, and wrote 

Not even watching the singing contests31 

                                                 
31 Kōhaku (紅白), a reference to Kōhaku uta gassen (紅白歌合戦), a music show held on New Year's Eve 
and broadcast on television, in which famous and popular singers and bands are divided into two teams 
(male and female). The two teams take turns having one of the team members perform, and points are 
awarded, giving the program a loose "contest" format. 
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Oh, how auspicious 
Congratulations32 
 
That one got pretty good reviews. 

I used to send such cards only in the case of New Year's cards that required a reply. 

Even though the number of New Year's cards that I get now has decreased significantly, I 

still receive a thousand or more. I no longer have a secretary, so the work my wife and 

mother-in-law put into addressing the replies is significant. 

Accordingly, beginning a few years ago, my wife prepares New Year's cards in 

advance, at the end of the year, for my old teachers, classmates, and friends that I 

absolutely have to send them to. However, I'm getting more and more senile, so I can 

never remember that, and I argue with my wife about whether or not to send replies to 

some of the New Year's cards I receive. 

Be that as it may, it's fun to get New Year's cards from old friends. 

There is one thing I would like to add. Occasionally I'll have a reader who will ask 

me questions on their New Year's cards. It takes the entire New Year's holiday for me to 

deal with the New Year's cards, so I am unable to send a reply to each individual postcard. 

Accordingly, I would like to request that my readers send such letters during a period 

other than New Year's. 

 

                                                 
32 In Japanese, the poem is presented as a sequence of three lines with five, seven, and five characters 
respectively. This approximates the haiku (or more appropriately in this case, senryū) format, though the 
first line has more than five syllables in it, so technically it breaks the rules for the form. 
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Chain Letters 

Speaking of letters, there is a thing called a chain letter. There are two types, the 

"Letter of Good Fortune" and the "Letter of Ill Fortune." 

These have been popular in Japan at times as well. Most of them are postcards, and 

supposedly if you send a bunch of similar cards to a certain number of people you will 

have good fortune, and if you don't, you will have ill fortune. 

The other day, I received a rather long letter from the United States. There was no 

sender name or return address, and it was sent to me via the Japan P.E.N. Club. It had a 

domestic mail stamp on it, but it came by air mail, so I had to pay the difference. 

This is what it said. 

This letter has been sent to bring you good fortune. The original of this letter is in 
England. This letter has gone around the world nine times. The good fortune has now 
been sent to you. Having now received it, if you send it out again, you will be the 
recipient of good fortune within four days. This is not a joke. It is likely that you will 
receive it by mail. Send copies of this letter to people who are in need of good fortune. 
No price can be put on destiny, so you must not send money. 

You must not keep this letter. It must leave your hands within 96 days. An officer in 
the British Air Force received 70,000 dollars. Joe Elliott received 40,000 dollars, but 
he lost it. It was because he broke the chain. In Philadelphia, Gene Welch lost his 
wife six days after he received the letter. It was because he failed to send the letter. 
However, before her death, he received 7,755,000 dollars. 

Please send out 20 copies of this letter, and see if something happens within four 
days. This chain came from South America. Copies must go around the world, so you 
also must make 20 copies and send them to your friends and acquaintances. In a few 
days, you will get a surprise. You may not be superstitious, but this is true. 

Please write down the following. 
Constantine Dios received the chain in 1953. He asked his secretary to make and 

send 20 copies. A few days later, he won 2,000,000 dollars in the lottery. Carlotto 
Daddit, an office worker, forgot to get rid of the letter within 96 days. He lost his job. 
He later found the letter and sent 20 copies. A few days after that, he got a better job. 
Darren Fairchild received the letter, but he didn't believe it and threw it away. Nine 
days later, he died. 

Do not forget. You must not send money. Only good fortune. Please do not forget 
this. 
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This really works. 
 

At first this seems like a "Letter of Good Fortune," but it's clearly a "Letter of Ill 

Fortune." 

The copy I received had been typed, and appeared to have been copied repeatedly, so 

some of the writing was blurred. 

Whether it's a "Letter of Good Fortune" or a "Letter of Ill Fortune," it's trying to force 

you to do something, so I don't like it. In particular, this letter used detailed numbers and 

the like to entice people to do it as if they were going to make money, and then at the end 

it concludes by claiming that a fellow who threw it away died. I don't believe this kind of 

thing and of course didn't make any copies, but it's still vaguely bothering me. It's quite 

an intellectual crime. 

I don't know who sent it, since it wasn't specified, but the postmark was from New 

York. I don't have any acquaintances, whether Japanese or foreign, who would do this 

kind of thing, but in either case they would know my address. It may have been 

somebody that read an English translation of one of my books, or saw a review, and sent 

it to me via the P.E.N. Club. I'm not currently a member of the P.E.N. Club, but 

sometimes people send me things through it. 

Be that as it may, as a person who has decided not to have a funeral, and who likes to 

talk about wakes and funerals, I don't want to die because of a single letter, so I asked a 

student at University of the Sacred Heart33 who has a lot of foreign friends about this kind 

of letter. 

                                                 
33 聖心女子大学. A Catholic women's university in Tokyo, founded in 1948. 
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According to her, it's rare for no sender to be indicated, and she had never heard of a 

letter that was so obviously trying to startle people. 

Most of the letters are intended to be sent to as many people as possible, and there is a 

plan to have an international chain letter circle the world enough times to get into the 

Guinness Book of World Records. Apparently, many come from West Germany. 

It also appears that very few are as long as the letter I received, and usually they only 

tell you to send between five and seven copies. The names of about four senders and their 

addresses are usually written on a postcard. You're supposed to send a postcard to the 

first person on the list, letting him or her know that the chain is still continuing, and also 

send copies of the postcard to your friends and acquaintances. Everyone on the list is 

moved up one place, and you put your own name and address at the bottom. 

The kind of chain letter that is just trying to set a record has no ill intentions, and even 

though it's somewhat of a bother to make copies, it could be a bit of a pleasant 

amusement to some people. 

However, something coercive is wrong. I can't remember what was written on them, 

but I received copies of a Japanese "Letter of Good Fortune" and a "Letter of Ill Fortune" 

in the past. I threw them both away, but it left a nasty aftertaste. 

There's another thing that bothers me. I used to be a psychiatrist, so sometimes I get 

letters asking my advice in that area. Clearly delusional schizophrenics and the like are 

easy to diagnose. But if I contact the person's parents and tell them that I think the person 

should be hospitalized, I end up getting a bunch of letters from the patient saying 
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something like "I was institutionalized even though I'm not sick because of you. I'll sue!" 

Unpleasant things like that happen sometimes. 

What is more of a problem is cases in which it is difficult to determine if the person is 

healthy or not from nothing but a single letter. If the individual's problem can't be 

determined through a single interview with a doctor, it's impossible for me to answer with 

a simple reply. More than that, I'm not a doctor anymore, so it's impossible for me to 

relax and write a reply that requires delicacy. So, all I can write is "Go see a specialist." 

There are some people that write to me and ask my advice even though they are 

already under the care of a specialist. The words of a doctor that has actually examined 

the person and knows him well has got to be far superior to my opinion. I'd like people to 

keep that in mind. 
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APPENDIX E NO WAKE, NO FUNERAL, NO MEMORIAL SERVICE 

(Tsuya, sōshiki, shinobukai wa yarazu)34 
By Kita Morio 

Translated by Reed M. Peterson 
 
 

Mokichi35 Hated Suicide 

Well, I suppose it's time to talk about something worthwhile. 

It's normal for depression sufferers to embrace suicidal thoughts, but I have never 

once become suicidal. I've always boasted that my manic-depression is atypical, but 

recently it's gotten painful to get old, and I've started to think that maybe suicide would 

be okay, if it didn't hurt. I'm finally just like everyone else. 

My father Mokichi absolutely hated suicide. One time when a certain high school 

student jumped off Kegon Falls and was being praised all over the place, Mokichi would 

have nothing of it. 

Later, in the preface to one of his poems, he wrote 

Pretty boys and girls 
Killing themselves together 
Each and ev'ry day. 

In other words, there were a bunch of kids mimicking the suicide. That was a pretty 

good poem. 

As for the main poem itself, Mokichi wrote 

"Suicide" they say 
Even the mere sound of it 
Makes me curse the word 

                                                 
34 通夜、葬式、偲ぶ会はやらず. From Manbō yuigonjō (Manbō's Last Will and Testament), Tokyo: 
Shinchosha, 2001. Translation included by permission. All rights reserved. 
35 Saitō Mokichi (斉藤茂吉), 1882-1953. Kita’s father. Poet and psychiatrist. 
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Hackneyed and sentimental 
Disgusted as I grow old. 
 
That one was pretty good too. 

Here's another one he wrote. 

Arishima Takeo 
Dead with a pretty young girl 
Two corpses hanging 
Decomposing on the rope 
Swinging to and fro.36 
 
Finally, there is this one. 

They come together 
In a deep and close embrace 
As they face their death 
Thinking of it gets me hot 
I should give them a thrashing. 
 
When he wrote that one, Mokichi was mad that he didn't have a pretty young girl who 

was willing to commit suicide with him. 

So, I have a faint desire to commit suicide, but, of course, I'm a wimp. In the past, 

being a wimp prevented me from doing bad things, even if I wanted to, and from killing 

people, even if I wanted to, so it does have its benefits. 

Haniya Yutaka37 said that one of the finest things a person can do of his own volition 

is to not produce children. I think what he meant is that if you have children, you 

inevitably love them, and might do something that goes against your personal convictions. 

He wrote that another is to commit suicide. But, of course, even Mr. Haniya didn't 

commit suicide. 

                                                 
36 有島武郎 (1878-1923). Socialist writer and philosopher. Arishima committed suicide by hanging in 
1923 with his lover after her husband became aware of their adulterous affair. 
37 埴谷雄高 (1909-1997). Writer. 
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"No Gifts In Return for Funeral Offerings, And The More Tribute Money The Better" 

A while back, I wrote in my last will and testament that I wouldn't have a wake or a 

funeral. Hearing that, my daughter said "Papa, even if it's not in your will, we'll at least 

give you a wake." 

However, the other day, she came to my room, stating that she had something to say. 

I thought that maybe she was there to argue that she wanted to hold a funeral, too, but she 

merely said "Since there's nobody left to mourn you, I've decided that we won't have a 

wake or a memorial service." That was a great relief. Being relieved gives me great peace. 

On the other hand, my wife recently had the bathroom and dining room remodeled to 

be "barrier free." No matter how much I think, I can't figure out where she got the money 

to do that, so I'm beside myself with worry. 

To top things off—even though I asked her to at least leave the bedroom alone—she 

started in with "This side of the room has a lot of stains, doesn't it. The ceiling's all dirty 

from cigarette smoke, too. We'll have to repaper the whole thing." I'm perfectly fine with 

it being dirty, and actually prefer it that way. Being in a place you're used to is the best, 

even if it's dirty. And to begin with, I have no idea where we'd get the money to change 

the wallpaper, so my worries increase even more. 

Further, my daughter said that they wouldn't hold a memorial service, but instead 

would just accept the funeral offerings. I wanted to bellow at her that she shouldn't accept 

any funeral offerings, not a single flower, or even a tiny weed, but I just don't have the 

energy to yell. 
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First of all, if you get something, you have to give something back, which is quite a 

bother. Naturally, I wouldn't be the one giving something in return for the funeral 

offerings, but it grates on me so much that I just wouldn't be able to die at ease. 

So, my daughter came up with a novel idea: "You can't eat flowers, so they will be 

firmly refused. We'll accept funeral offerings. No gifts in return. The more tribute money 

the better!" I thought that was awful, but she had a good argument. "People in mourning 

feel refreshed if they give something," she said, "so they'll be satisfied." 

I thought that it was the kind of thing you shouldn't do even if your poverty drove you 

out onto the streets, but somehow she convinced me. 

 

My Preparation for Death 

The reason I think that giving gifts in return for funeral offerings is such a big deal is 

that not too long ago I made a little donation, and it turned into a fabulous bother. 

Surprisingly, I have been preparing for death, and about three years ago I gave away 

my beloved June bug specimens. I gave away the ones I caught myself, and even returned 

all five or six boxes of rare June bugs I had gotten from a fellow I met in Matsumoto,38 

who was about the number three June bug collector in Japan. 

My collection even included a rare giant brown flower beetle. I was overjoyed when I 

caught it a long time ago. People can breed them now, so they're not very expensive 

anymore. So, one of those was in my collection, too, but I gave them all back. I may 

seem greedy, but I'm really rather unselfish. 

                                                 
38 松本. A city in Nagano Prefecture in central Japan. Kita attended high school in Matsumoto. 
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I also donated letters and things I had gotten from Kawabata Yasunari39 and Mishima 

Yukio40 to the Setagaya Literary Museum.41 

However, it didn't just end with a donation and a thank you. Apparently, they have 

things like that appraised, and if it is valued above a certain level, you get a certificate of 

appreciation and a medal from the mayor of Setagaya. To decline something like that, 

you still have to send a letter saying "I respectfully decline, blah, blah, blah," with your 

signature and family seal. Making a simple donation is tough for an old man in physical 

pain. 

One of the reasons I don't want a wake or a funeral is that my kind and gentle heart 

wanted to prevent my wife from the effort and bother. But on the other hand, some 

people say that if you don't at least have a wake, people might just keep coming 

whenever, and make it tough on the survivors. I don't know which is correct, but my wife 

is rather tenacious, so I think she'll be able to suffer through. 

However, you should remember that it's not good to go visit people immediately after 

somebody in their family has died. After a while, it's okay to send a postcard to ask how 

things are going, or make a phone call, or visit. You're relieved when somebody close to 

you comes, but at first you're just sad. 

Visiting sick people is extremely difficult, too. Of course, you're glad when a good 

friend comes to see you, but the closer you are, the more likely you are to go out of your 

way to seem in good spirits when they ask you if you're in pain, since you don't want 

                                                 
39 川端康成 (1899-1972). Writer and 1968 winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature. 
40 三島由紀夫 (1925-1970). Writer and sometime political activist, famous for committing ritual suicide 
after his failure to incite a coup d'état in 1970. 
41 世田谷文学館. Located in the Setagaya Ward in Tokyo. Opened in 1995. 
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them to worry. You're consoled, of course, but more than that you get tired. That's why 

it's difficult. 

 

Your Friends' Kids Always Look Splendid 

Agawa Hiroyuki's daughter Sawako42 is very kind and gentle. She was very thin as a 

young girl, and I'm such a contrary fellow that I declared that she would, without a doubt, 

be fat when she grew up. 

But no matter how long I wait, she never gets fat, which is rather boring. I can't 

remember exactly when it was, but once in an interview with Endō Shūsaku, Sawako was 

his assistant. The interview was at a restaurant, so of course I was determined to get a 

free meal. Sawako called from our private room and ordered Peking duck and Shaoxing 

wine for me. 

In those days, I would put ice in my beer. Some people say that beer doesn't taste 

good if it's not at a moderate temperature, but I loved to chill it in the refrigerator then put 

ice in it to make it really cold. This time, when I filled my glass with ice and beer and 

took a gulp of it, I started to choke. 

Sawako gently rubbed my back. I said "Sawako, you're so kind. I'd like to marry you, 

but you probably wouldn't like an old fellow like me, would you?" Sawako didn't say a 

thing. She at least could have said "Oh, you don't look that old," or even "Anyone but 

you!" 

                                                 
42 阿川弘之 (1920- ). I-novelist and biographer. His daughter Agawa Sawako (阿川 佐和子; 1953- ) has 
been active as an essayist and television performer. 
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Now, even Sawako's famous. There's a joke that, these days, if Agawa Hiroyuki calls 

Bungeishunju Magazine and says "This is Agawa Hiroyuki," nobody knows who he is, 

but if he says "This is Sawako's dad," they figure it out. 

Yashiro Seiichi's daughter Asako43 is my favorite. She would always say "dear 

Uncle" in such an adorable voice. 

It's probably some strange heredity from her father, but she would even come learn 

poetry or borrow The Collected Works of Minakata Kumagusu44 from me, even though 

she's an actress. Not even my wife knew who he was when we first got married, and just 

looking at the characters in his name, thought I was for some inexplicable reason 

studying bears native to the southern hemisphere. I used to have a lot of books by 

folklorist Yanagita Kunio,45 but a lot of those have disappeared recently, so maybe she 

borrowed those too. 

On the other hand, human beings can never really escape their egos, so my own 

daughter and grandchild are ultimately more adorable than the children or grandchildren 

of friends, no matter how close the friendship. Maybe it's a necessary evil. 

 

The White Ghost and The Red Ghost 

My wife worries that I'll be a bad influence on society if I keep saying all over the 

place that I want to die. That's not true, though. One reason is that I think I'm surprisingly 

unknown. 

                                                 
43 矢代静一 (1927-1998). Playwright. His daughter Asako (矢代朝子; 1959- ) is an actress. 
44南方熊楠 (1867-1941). Japanese author and naturalist. “Minakata” (南方) means “southern.” “Kuma” 
(熊) means “bear.” 
45 柳田國男 (1875-1962). Folklorist and ethnologist. 



 
 

333 
 

And then there's the cartoonist Akatsuka Fujio.46 It doesn't matter if that fellow gets 

cancer or what. He just keeps guzzling booze. When somebody like that drinks, 

drunkards and people who just can't quit no matter how much their wives tell them to, get 

a sense of relief. 

So I think that maybe my slovenliness and my wanting to die will give solace to some 

people. It's my final bit of service to the world. 

I've given up recently, but it isn't really that I want to die because I'm unable to write 

novels anymore, or that I don't have anything left to write about, or some such noble 

reason. 

To the contrary, I just keep getting more and more things to write about. I really 

wanted to write a story called "The White Ghost and The Red Ghost." 

I sent about two installments of this novel to one of Chuokoronsha's47 magazines, but 

then I got tired out and it's been sitting dormant since then. At first, the concept was for 

about 4,000 manuscript pages. Basically, I was planning to write it so that even children 

would understand, so it would inevitably get long. No matter how much I condensed it, it 

would still be about 2,000 pages. I gave up because I just don't have the physical strength. 

Instead, I'll just write the synopsis here. 

There are two brothers, a white ghost and a red ghost. The older brother, the white 

ghost, is smart. The red ghost is weak in the head, but like me, he's got a strange sense of 

intuition. Both of them used to be bad ghosts, but living on the earth for a very long time 

                                                 
46 赤塚不二夫 (1935-2008). Popular cartoonist. 
47 中央公論社. Publisher originally founded in 1886. 
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turned them into good ghosts, and they decide to go on a journey to study how scary or 

how gentle humans can be. 

The series stopped about the time the two ghosts reached Kamikōchi.48 The plan was 

for the red ghost to walk down the volcanic crater of Mount Fuji. Because he has the 

power of the fourth dimension, he could actually just transmute himself there instantly, 

but part of the premise is that he decides to walk because using that power of the fourth 

dimension will drain his energy. 

Walking along the crater, he comes upon something like a school, where the principal 

is giving a lecture that the Devil is greater than God. The red ghost finds out that the 

principal is Satan. He also sees something like black shadows pass quickly by. 

On the other hand, the white ghost uses the fourth dimension from the start to travel 

to Fiji and observe cannibals. In other words, how people eat people. 

Now, this is something I actually heard when I went to Fiji while it was still a colony, 

but the people of the Polynesian islands at that time believed that there was something 

like God dwelling in grass, and shells, and turtles, and everything, and so they 

worshipped it. Ancient Japan was the same. 

First seafaring plunderers came, then missionaries bringing peace. One of the priests 

was immediately captured and eaten. The Polynesians, however, had never seen shoes 

before. No matter how much they tried to eat the priest's shoes, they were unable, and I 

heard a rumor that the shoes are still around somewhere, but that's just a legend, of course. 

                                                 
48 上高地. An area in western Nagano Prefecture in central Japan. 
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One priest is treated graciously, and is given a woman when he tries to escape. 

Unexpectedly, the priest becomes angry. The chieftain is surprised and thinks the priest is 

mad because they had only given him one woman, so he commands that two women be 

given, and tries a lot of other things. Anyway, the missionaries keep coming, and the 

incredibly polytheistic Polynesian religion quickly dies out. The setup was that the white 

ghost would observe all this. 

Incidentally, I'm not religious, but I started reading the Bible when I was in high 

school. The Psalms are wonderfully beautiful. 

However, I'm not at all thankful for the recent colloquial Japanese translation of the 

Bible, and it's not at all beautiful. It would have been great if somebody like Endō or 

Yashiro had done the modern Japanese translation, but it's a great shame that they have 

both already passed away. 

 

The Return of Edo Period Humor 

By the way, I have written before that the only thing I have accomplished was manic-

depression, but I also brought about the revival of the easy-going, exaggerated humor of 

the Edo period. 

The biggest reason that so much literature was produced during the Edo period was 

printing technology. It appears that this was thanks to the Portuguese missionaries and 

Hideyoshi's invasion of Korea.49 Before that, everything had to be copied by hand. Only 

                                                 
49 Toyotomi Hideyoshi (豊臣秀吉; 15365-1598). Warrior. Second of the three "unifiers" of Japan. 
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warriors and Buddhist monks could read the manuscripts, and they were too expensive to 

buy anyway. 

Printing technology made it easy to produce books. The common folk were able to 

read them, and they became inexpensive to buy. Because of this, a variety of comic verse 

and other humorous literature was born. The most famous was the comic poet 

Shokusanjin.50 Everyone should read his work. A lot of it is wonderful. 

The most generally famous is "Shank's Mare."51 Even that one can't really be 

understood unless you've got an understanding of that era. About the time that Kita and 

Yaji52 have passed Shinagawa, a singing priest appears. A singing priest is a beggar. 

They sing chongarebushi,53 which are kind of the forerunner of the naniwabushi,54 and 

beg for money. The lyrics always had a great rhythm. 

Of course, the classics are important. "Tale of the Bamboo Cutter" is one of the rare 

ones with a lot of humor. I've even written a version for youngsters. 

The toughest part was pivot words.55 There are a lot of tanka poems, but back then 

they used a lot of words and phrases that had homonyms which would completely change 

the meaning. There's not much you can do to express that, whether you're doing a modern 

                                                 
50 Ōta Shokusanjin (大田蜀山人; 1749-1823). 
51 Tōkaidōchū hizakurige (東海道中膝栗毛). Published between 1802 and 1814 by Jippensha Ikku (十返

舎一九; 1765-1831). 
52 Kitahachi (喜多八) and Yajirobē (彌次郎兵衛), known by the shortened versions of their names 
indicated in the text, are the protagonists of Jippensha's story. They travel to various locations in Japan, 
getting themselves into a variety of comic situations. 
53 ちょんがれ節. Popular narratives accompanied by the shamisen, a three-stringed musical instrument. 
54 浪花節. A type of traditional narrative singing. 
55 Kakekotoba (掛詞). A word used in poetry and sometimes other types of literature, in which the word 
can take on multiple meanings due to the existence of a homonym. This allows the poet to add multiple 
meanings to the text through the use of this rhetorical device. These words pose a challenge for translators, 
since a homonym pair in Japanese is not usually a homonym pair in the target language as well. 
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language translation or whatever. I've read a lot of translations done by others, and none 

of them have been able to translate the pivot words very well. 

It so happens that I read the translation done by Kawabata Yasunari, and he was just 

using regular sentences, so that's what I did as well. Incidentally, the writing is really bad 

considering that it was done by Kawabata, and there are mistranslations scattered about. 

I'm thinking that it was done by a ghost writer. It was probably too much of a bother for 

Kawabata to review, so he just handed it over to the publisher. 
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