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Abstract 

This study attempts to demonstrate the ambivalent role of violence, 

which, as suggested in the Japanese novel, is simultaneously destructive and 

constructive. The history of mankind, which is in constant metamorphosis, 

appears to be defined, both from a mythical and socio-political perspective 

and from an intellectual or psychological vantage point, as struggle and 

violence. This is one of the reading interpretations proposed by the Japanese 

novel, in which the dialectics of violence targets more than an ideological 

revolution or political transformation, since, by acquiring the connotations of 

sacredness and rebirth, it finally bears witness to a process of self-recovery 

and re-humanization. Admixing elements of real history in a fictional trauma, 

Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel amounts to what might be called a fiction of the real. In 

order for the history of this seemingly lost present not to fall prey to ideology 

and political abuse, the Japanese author proposes a return to myth, without 

idealising it; though the appeal to logos demands the rethinking of tradition 

according to the future it may give rise to. Humanism has been interrogated 
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and, eventually, revalorised. Trying not only to accept the reality of the 

present, but also to understand the murder that justifies it, and thinking in 

terms of the future, Kenzaburō Ōe allows, in this novel, the dilemma that was 

once translated through the phrase ‚crisis or war‛ to veer into the emblem 

under whose aegis the next century will begin.  

Key Words: violence, self-recovery, re-humanization 

 

Öz 

 Bu çalışmada hem yıkıcı hem yapıcı olan şiddetin,  Japon romanında 

görüldüğü şekliyle değişken rolünün tanıtılması amaçlanmıştır. Sabit bir 

değişim içinde olan insanlık tarihinin hem hayali ve sosyopolitik açıdan hem 

de düşünsel veya psikolojik avantaj açısından çabalama ve şiddet olarak 

tanımlandığı görülmektedir. Bu, bir Japon romanında önerilen, içerisinde 

şiddetin hedefinin diyalektiğinden çok kutsallığın ve yeniden doğuşun 

çağrışımını edinerek elde edilen ideolojik devrim veya politik dönüşümün 

yorumudur. Sonunda kendini bulma ve tekrar insanlaştırma sürecine tanık 

olmaya da değinmiştir. Oe Kenzaburo’nun romanı hayali bir şokun içinde 

gerçek tarihin parçalarını karıştırarak, gerçeğin hayali olarak 

tanımlanılabileceğini ifade etmekte olup hümanizmi sorgulamakta ve sonuç 

olarak yeniden değerlendirmektedir. Şimdiki zamanın gerçekliğini sadece 

kabul etmemiş, aynı zamanda onu aklayan cinayeti de anlamaya çalışarak 

gelecek açısından düşünmüştür. Oe Kenzaburo bu romanı ‚kriz veya savaş‛ 

şeklinde çevrilen ikilemeyi anlamaya olanak sağlamaktadır.  

Anahtar Kelimeler: Şiddet, Kendini Yeniden Bulma, Tekrar 

İnsanlaştırma 

 

 

 

In Hiroshima, they said, the very first group to flee to 

the suburbs after the nuclear attack had been a herd of cows. 

Supposing a vaster nuclear war destroyed the cities of the 

civilized countries – would the elephants in the zoo escape? 

         Kenzaburō Ōe, The Silent Cry  

 

  

Kenzaburō Ōe (born in 1935) spent his childhood in a rural region, located 

somewhere in the middle of the mountains on Shikoku island, in a period marked by 

memories of the early loss of his father and the defeat of imperial Japan in World War 

II. He graduated from Tokyo University with a thesis on Sartrean imagery; 

existentialist philosophy became, throughout his life, the philosophical foundation of 
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his literature and civic behaviour. At the age of twenty-three, he received the 

Akutagawa Prize, Japan’s most prestigious literary debut award for his novella Shiiku 

[1958]  (Prize Stock). His next novels – Memushiki kouchi [1958] (Nip the Buds, Shoot the 

Kids), Warera ni jidai [1959] (Our Era) – ensured Kenzaburō Ōe’s acknowledgment as 

one of the major writers of his time. Although somewhat of an anarchist,1 he believed 

in the values of democracy and created modern myths that reflected the politically 

contextualised conflict between rural life and modern culture in post-war Japan; these 

were the main lines he pursued in his works, such as Dōjidai gēmu [1979] (The Game of 

Contemporaneity) and Moegaru midori no ki [1992-1995] (The Burning Green Tree). 

However, the birth of his first son, who was diagnosed with brain herniation, in 1963, 

reverberated strongly in the Japanese writer’s subsequent creation. From now on, this 

personal experience left its imprint, as he confessed, upon his entire work and social 

activity:2 living with a disabled child became one of the persistent themes in his 

literary career. In 1964, he published Kojintekina taiken (A Personal Matter), for which 

he received the Shinchōsha Award, and in 1967 Man’en gannen no futtobōru (The Silent 

Cry) came out, which was awarded the Tanizaki Prize. Next, Kenzaburō Ōe’s 

literature constantly repeated the same themes; for instance, the novel he published in 

1990, Shizukana seikatsu (A Quiet Life), was another long meditation on the same 

question: To what extent can one find any justification for selfishness in life and for 

artistic narcissism in one’s career? Kenzaburō Ōe writes about personal experiences, 

which he re-lives through revision and rewriting. In his attempt to create a new 

literary style in the Japanese language,3 the stylistic register of his novels is 

increasingly dense and allusive, his phrases are ever more twisted and intricate, and 

his sentence structures – more and more complicated. Considering himself to be the 

last writer of the post-war generation but without proposing an alternative system to 

today’s society,4 Kenzaburō Ōe’s entire creation is a cry of protest and resistance, as 

well as a defence of fragile values such as humanism, humaneness, or the right to life: 

‚Besides being a stunning creator of modern myths, Ōe remains a fiercely 

engaged human being, relentlessly trying to awaken not only his country-men but the 

world.‛5  

Too young to enrol in the Pacific War that Japan waged until 1945, Kenzaburō 

Ōe had a childhood that was not only marked by the impact of imperialist ideology, 

                                                 
1 See Sarah Fay, ”The Art of Fiction No. 195”, Paris Review, Issue 183 (Winter2007): 41. 
2 See Kenzaburō Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself (The Nobel Prize Speech and Other Lectures) (Tokyo: 

Kodansha International, 1995), 34. 
3 See Fay, 46. 
4 Cf. Shūichi Katō, A History of Japanese Literature (From Its Origins to the Present Day), Volume II,  (Translated 

from Japanese by Kazuko Diaconu and Paul Diaconu, Bucharest: Nipponica, 1998), 882. 
5 Susan J. Napier, ”Ōe Kenzaburō and the Search for the Sublime at the End of the Twentieth Century”, in Ōe and 

beyond. Fiction in Contemporary Japan, ed. Stephen Snyder and Philip Gabriel, (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i 

Press, 1999), 13. 
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but also steeped in mythical narratives; hence, the literature the writer produced later, 

albeit dissident, to some extent, became a fortunate blend between myth and 

historical reality, which carefully entwined the particular and the universal: 

‚Besides this imperialist ideology, Ōe’s other main influence was his 

grandmother and the wild natural setting in which he lived. Ōe’s grandmother and 

other older village members regaled the young boy with myths and stories  

concerning the village’s inhabitants and its many kami or deities. The villagers viewed 

their history as outside and even in confrontation with the authoritarian policies of 

imperial Japan. Ōe’s work has retained this confrontational stance throughout his life, 

on the one hand celebrating the marginal and on the other hand excoriating 

imperialist ideology.‛6 

Setting forth an identity theory whereby man tries to find his true place in life, 

Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel entitled The Silent Cry (Man’en gannen no futtobōru, in literal 

translation, The Football Match from the First Year of the Age of Man) is a meditation on 

the revolt which seeks the restoration of the sacred. Through his revolt, a revolted 

man looks for something sacred. However, any revolt assumes there is a unity, and 

the quest for unity leads irrevocably to violence.7 

The novel has two symbolic years at its core: 1860, the first year of the Man’en 

era, when the first Japanese delegation was sent to America, as a sign that the country 

had embarked upon the road to modernisation, and 1960, year 35 of the Shōwa era, 

when, in spite of mass demonstrations of protest, the security treaty with the U.S., 

which had been negotiated at the end of World War II, was extended. Based on 

folklore and mythology, Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel The Silent Cry comes as an immediate 

challenge to the imperial system and to militarist ideology: for someone who lived in 

the ‘60s, the return to and recuperation of a peripheral culture – such as the native 

Japanese culture, which was strongly rooted in a cosmology that permanently 

reworked the cycle of life, death and rebirth – was the only chance of surviving that 

moment of alienation: ‚This has been my way of resisting, on a mythological level, the 

homogenizing, centristic culture that has exerted its influence even over my own 

home in Shikoku.‛8 

Japan’s modernisation after the war reached all the provinces, including 

Shikoku, the Japanese writer’s his native region. In his novel, though, the centre and 

the periphery are connected, since the opening offered by the centre helps one to 

rediscover the values of the periphery: ‚One of the motives I had for writing this 

novel was my growing awareness at the time of a culture in Japan that was very 

different from the dominant Tokyo one.‛9    

                                                 
6 Napier, 11. 
7 Cf. Albert Camus, Omul revoltat/ L’homme révolté (Translated by Ligia Holuţă. Foreword by Michel Joseph, 

Oradea: Sophia, 1994), 140. 
8 Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 35. 
9 Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 31. 
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The novel – as ‚historiographic anamnesis‛10 – aims to identify the elements of 

a legend similar to other legends of the world, in which the ‚image system of 

grotesque realism or the culture of popular laughter‛11 may be used as a literary 

weapon for exploring the cultural characteristics of marginal areas. It highlights the 

importance of the principles of the world’s materiality, their correspondence with the 

social or cosmic principles, the redemptive overlap between death and rebirth, and 

the laughter that can undermine hierarchies:12 ‚Ōe is very close to completing the 

mythic elaboration of his native village in Shikoku, a myth that now encompasses the 

cosmos.‛13 Kenzaburō Ōe’s The Silent Cry – a shishōsetsu type of novel or an ‚I-novel‛ 

– amounts, ultimately, to an acknowledgment of the uniqueness of the periphery, to 

an acceptance of its values, which may foster the ‚self-recovery‛14 of the individuals 

who are immersed in contemporary history.  

Nonetheless, any existential crisis calls into question not only man’s presence 

in the universe, but also the reality of the world; as long as, at least an archaic level of 

culture, the human being merges with the sacred,15 his existential crisis acquires an 

unavoidably ‚religious‛ dimension. However, if religiosity is the ‚ultimate structure 

of consciousness,‛16 independent of the disappearance of religions, if the ‚sacred‛ and 

the ‚profane‛ are but different names for the same constituent structure of man, in 

order for the legacy of oral traditions to be of any interest for contemporary man, it 

should take the form of a book: 

 ‚Le roman n’a pas accès au temps primordial des mythes, mais, dans la 

mesure où il raconte une histoire vraisemblale, le romancier utilise un temps 

apparement historique, et pourtant condensé ou dilaté, un temps qui dispose donc de 

toutea les libertés des mondes imaginaires.‛17 

It seems, indeed, that for the human being there can be only two possible and 

complementary universes: one of the sacred and the other one of revolt,18 the 

disappearance of one leading inevitably to the disappearance of the other. Kenzaburō 

Ōe’s The Silent Cry experiences the sacred; the religious universe it accommodates 

features characters whose portraits emerge as the story progresses, while the end of 

                                                 
10 Mircea Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului/ Aspects du Mythe (Translated into Romanian by Paul G. Dinopol, Preface by 

Vasile Nicolescu, Bucureşti: Univers, 1978), 129. 
11 Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 33. 
12 Cf. Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 125. 
13 Napier, 24. 
14 Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 100. 
15 Cf. Mircea Eliade, Sacrul şi profanul/ Le Sacré et le Profane (Translation from French by Rodica Chira, 

Bucharest: Humanitas, 1992), 196. 
16 Eliade, Sacrul şi profanul, 9. 
17 Mircea Eliade, Aspects du Mythe (Paris: Gallimard, 1963), 232. 
18 See Camus, Omul revoltat, 31. 
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the book seems to lead both to a contradiction and to a new interpretation. Each 

chapter in the novel acquires thus new meanings and any value becomes relative. 

Mitsusaburo, the central character and the authorial voice in the text, is a 

married 27-year old man whose child is in a sanatorium; he is ‚in search of some 

ardent sense of expectation,‛19 a sentiment he experiences whenever he wakes up 

before dawn. Awakened from his sleep in the dead of night, Mitsusaburo leaves his 

house and takes refuge in a nearby pit, dug the day before by workers who are 

building a septic tank.  

The descent into mother earth – an extremely frequent ritualistic gesture in the 

world’s religions, equivalent to a symbolic funeral20 – has the magical-religious value 

of baptism, while the patient, regardless of the nature of his illness, is regenerated; it 

is well known that in days of yore, a malady of the spirit was deemed to be as 

dangerous for the community as any somatic disease or as any crime. The cave, a 

place of initiations and a shelter for the Taoist immortals, has been replaced in current 

history with a septic tank. 

This self-isolation, this withdrawal from the world of people and familiar 

objects for one hundred minutes provides Mitsusaburo with the proper environment 

for meditation, a meditation he commences now and will continue, in effect, until the 

end of the novel, when it is made available to the reader.  

In Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel, everything seems to be valorised in a religious sense. 

Mitsusaburo himself, left without an eye after a freak accident, is a wounded, 

imperfect universe, as long as his two eyes are equated, as in mythical beliefs, with 

the sun and moon. It comes as no surprise then that his friends die, that he is the 

father of a disabled child, whose bland eyes lack any expression, and that is the 

husband of a woman who has become an alcohol addict on account of her fear of life 

and the world, caused by the birth of her ‚vegetable baby.‛ Mitsusaburo’s child, 

converted, as it were, into an exponent of his time, was born into this world with a 

body that seems devoid of any religious and spiritual significance, as if the anthropo-

cosmic approval system had been lost to contemporaneity and the cosmos had 

become opaque, inert, mute, no longer the bearer of any mystery, or of any deep 

significance. 

The meditation continues and Mitsusaburo’s thoughts return to his suicidal 

friend, who met his brother, Takashi, in New York, and to the latter’s imminent return 

to the country. Thus enters the stage the second protagonist of the novel, the youngest 

member of the Nedokoro family. The surname of the two siblings, Mitsusaburo and 

Takashi, is Nedokoro, whose meaning is ‚the place of one’s roots.‛ This name was 

adapted from a regionalism in Okinawa – the southernmost island of the Japanese 

archipelago, which was returned to Japan after World War II in 1969: ‚nendukuruu,‛ 

                                                 
19 Kenzaburō Ōe, The Silent Cry (Translated by John Bester, Tokyo・New York・London: Kodansha International, 

1981), 1. 
20 See Eliade, Sacrul şi profanul, 133. 
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meaning ‚a house that shelters the roots of one’s clan member’s souls.‛21 Having 

participated in the June 1960 demonstrations against renewing the security treaty 

between Japan and the U.S., Takashi changed his political beliefs, joined a student 

theatre company, and moved overseas, where he played in a ‚penitential piece‛22 

called ‚Ours Was the Shame,‛ the apologetic words addressed to the American 

citizens expressing the Japanese people’s regret at having prevented the American 

president’s visit to Japan. Although he had initially explained to his older brother his 

alliance with the band as an opportunity to reach the U.S., the news correspondence 

showed that, in fact, Nedokoro had not left the company, but had continued to 

perform in that play in various American cities. At that point, Takashi already bore on 

his shoulders the guilt of having betrayed the demonstrators’ group, and his return 

home could be related to this sense of guilt, which is inseparable from social relations 

in Japanese society.23 

In studies of social psychology it is claimed that the term ‚reality‛ has three 

antonymous concepts: ‚ideal v. reality,‛ ‚dream vs. reality,‛ and ‚fiction vs. reality.‛24 

In accordance with the classification above, the post-war period in Japan could be 

divided into: an ‚ideal‛ period, which lasted until 1960 and was redefined, in 

economic terms, as pre-high-growth; a high-growth period of ‚dreaming‛ until 1970; 

and a post-high-growth period of ‚fiction.‛ As for the ‚ideals‛ of the period that came 

to an end in 1960, they seem to have been those of American democracy and Soviet 

communism, which had reached a dead end after the renewal of the security treaty 

with the U.S.: 

 ‚The 1960 Ampo uprising against the extension of the American mutual 

security pact was the final showdown between the idealists and realists of the period. 

When the Cabinet forced the extension through the Diet, the two idealist factions – 

those for American democracy and those for Soviet communism – joined forces and 

struck out together against the realists. They lost, and the Ideal Period in post-war 

Japan come to its end.‛25  

Nonetheless, reality always seems to include two aspects:26 one in which 

reality is limited and determined, and another in which reality is determined and 

shaped by and through human effort. While realists seem to notice only the former 

aspect, idealists also remark the latter. Pondering about Takashi’s idealistic and 

somewhat incomprehensible attitude, Mitsusaburo is awakened from his meditation 

                                                 
21 Ōe, Japan, The Ambiguous, and Myself, 33. 
22 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 12. 
23 See Takie Sugiyama Lebra, Japanese Patterns of Behaviour (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1976), 12. 
24 Cf. Munesuke Mita, Social Psychology of Modern Japan (Translated by Stephen Suloway, London and New 

York: Kegan Paul International, 1992), 515. 
25 Mita, 517. 
26 See Mita, 516. 
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by a worker who helps him out of the pit to which he has retreated in order to analyse 

his thoughts; only now does he realise that the pain in his frozen body was caused by 

his unconscious effort to remove the bricks from the earth so that the pit walls might 

cave in and bury him alive. Mitsusaburo’s recollection was, in a way, a meditation on 

the destiny of humanity, on its paths of spiritual regeneration, on the resources of 

imagination itself, which always follows its own ways of manifestation. Mitsusaburo 

has also understood that meditation requires a special attitude to the law of 

memory,27 and, in particular, to ‚dream memory.‛28 

Takashi returns to Japan, Mitsusaburo waits for him at the airport and the two 

brothers make a trip to their native village in Shikoku, as Takashi suggests, so that 

they may start both start ‚a new life,‛29 in their own ‚thatched hut.‛30 Of course, 

Takashi’s reason is only partly true because, as the older brother finds out later, there 

is also a mercantile interest behind it: the Korean owner of a supermarket chain in 

Shikoku whom Takashi met in America and who already had almost full control over 

the region, is interested in buying the kurayashiki-style barn of their native house, once 

a symbol of their family’s wealth and social position, and transporting it to Tokyo, 

where it will be turned into a traditional restaurant. However, Takashi’s desire to 

return to his childhood place has yet another motivation: that of learning the truth 

about the story of his great-grandfather and his younger brother, which has become a 

sort of local legend in the meantime. Just like Mitsusaburo was only a disinterested 

observer during the protest demonstrations against the security treaty with the U.S., 

he is once again incapable of protesting when his younger brother proposes that they 

return to their place of origin, conceding to the journey without any pleasure: 

 ‚*<+ the one with the ratty, downhill appearance, I had a presentiment that in 

the end I would let myself be pushed into going along with Takashi’s extremely 

shaky plan. For the moment, I’d lost the sheer toughness needed for a confrontation 

with him. As the thought occurred to me, the warmth from the gulp of whisky 

suddenly promised to link up with a sense of expectation in the inner depths of my 

body. But when I tried to focus on it I was hindered by the sober good sense that sees 

so many perils in any attempt to achieve rebirth through self-release.‛31 

In contemporaneity, myth is redefined, it does not simply preserve its valence 

of a narrated story, but acquires the dimension of lived reality, of a history that is real, 

sacred, exemplary and significant.32 Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel The Silent Cry eloquently 

demonstrates this. Having returned to their native land, the two brothers discover in 

the kurayashiki barn, which they are about to sell, evidence testifying about events that 

                                                 
27 Cf. Walter Benjamin & Jacques Derrida, Despre violenţă/ [Walter Benjamin, Zur Kritik der Gewalt; Jacques 

Derrida, Force de loi. Le „Fondement mystique de l’autorité”] (Edited by Ciprian Mihali, Cluj-Napoca: Idea 

Design&Print, 2004), 60. 
28 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 74. 
29 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 35. 
30 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 134. 
31 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 40. 
32 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 1.  
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happened a hundred years before, when their great-grandfather, who had been part 

of the official leadership of the region, had quashed a peasant revolt led by his 

younger brother, in 1860. 

This revolt seems to recall, in anticipation, the peasant movements from 

around the year 1867, the year of the Meiji Restoration, incidents known as 

‚Eejanaika‛ – ‚Why not? It’s all right.‛33 Entrenched in Japanese history as a 

movement of ‚ecstatic mass violence,‛34 they covered a vast territory in the 

archipelago, which included Nagoya, Tōkaidō, Kyoto, Osaka, Nishinomiya, Edo, 

Yokohama, Shinshū, Ise, Awaji, Awa, Sanuki, and Aizu. These were mass movements 

that strongly affirmed their unlimited ‚desire‛ (‚across-the-board-affirmation of 

desire‛), in a context where traditional Japanese society was run by the principle of 

alternating the hare cycle (the period of festivities and celebrations) with the ke period 

(normal everyday life).35 For a people who observed the shinto animist faith, the onset 

of the hare period meant the arrival of the deities’ world on earth, when desire was 

given free rein, with no restraint. More than a desire for mere eating, drinking or 

having sex, the real motivation for this movement seemed to be the desire to abandon 

the daily routine, in a society full of restrictions and sanctions; the desire for a 

liberation of the senses seemed to implicitly entail a desire for social liberation, 

rebellion becoming simultaneously not only a movement for affirming a new order, 

but also one of discarding what was already known: 

 ‚The people, having stored up their dissatisfactions with the feudal order, did 

not look within themselves for the power to bring forth a new world. They required 

the power of a higher realm, be it divine or elite.‛36  

The peasant mentality of this watershed period appears thus, in the terms of 

social psychology, as a movement of ‚exaltation‛ preceding the Meiji period, 

characterised by the ‚rebelliousness‛ generated by the economic constraints of the 

last years of the feudal period, by the ‚political realism‛ and ‚political fervour‛ 

required by the emergent ideology, all these against the backdrop of the ‚outrage‛ 

against the new authoritative actions of the Meiji government.37 However, desire is not 

far from murder, and both desire and murder are ‚ferments of conflict,‛38 as 

demonstrated by the 1860 peasants’ rebellion from the village downstream in 

Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel. Mitsusaburo and Takahashi learn now from the local legends 

that the elder brother, that is their great-grandfather, had lured his younger brother in 

the same kurayashiki-style barn, where he killed him; the letters Mitsusaburo found 

                                                 
33 See Mita, 149. 
34 Mita, 149. 
35 Cf. Mita, 149. 
36 Mita, 151. 
37 Cf. Mita, 153. 
38 Cf. Camus, Omul revoltat, 54. 
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later infirmed this. The great-grandfather who allegedly ‚killed‛ his brother had 

reached the threshold of a ‚sacrificial crisis,‛39 since his almost tragic gesture ought to 

be interpreted in terms of a new order that was about to be born rather than of an 

order that was about to collapse. Having retired again in meditation, this time in the 

cellar of the kurayashiki barn after Takashi’s death, Mitsusaburo understands that the 

fate of the heroes who fought or are fighting each other is the fate of the whole 

society, while the confrontation between the protagonists acquires a dramatic 

overtone, which will designate the future: 

‚I shook my head in silence, still drunk with my revelation, which was taking 

increasingly well-defined shape. The central core of it, the realization that after the 

1860 rising great-grandfather’s brother had not in fact abandoned his fellows to their 

fate and set off through the forest in search of a new world, was already unshakable. 

Though he’d been unable to prevent the tragedy of their decapitation, he himself had 

carried out his own punishment. On the day of the final annihilation, he’d shut 

himself up in the cellar and there maintained his integrity as leader of the rising, 

albeit in a negative way, without ever going back on his beliefs.‛40 

Reiterating the event from one hundred years before, Takashi gathered 

together the village youth, under the pretext of organising a football team, and 

trained them for attacking the new supermarket that had been built with Korean 

money. The attack thrust the community into a state of anarchy, and the two brothers 

found themselves playing the roles of their ancestors. Contemporary materialism may 

leave the impression that it can answer all questions, but, serving history, ‚it extends 

the domain of historical crime,‛41 whose justification appears to loom in the future. 

Violence, with its sacrificial connotation, has turned into a regenerating force not only 

for the individual, but also for the group. Abel was murdered by Cain, Remus by 

Romulus and Mitsusaburo, the murderer without a proof of his crime, as he appears 

in the eyes of his wife, is the one who compelled his younger brother to commit 

suicide by ‚plunging‛ the latter permanently into shame. Violence with its 

derivatives – trauma, victimisation, sacrifice and sacredness – which transcend the 

rational apparatus42 – seems to be a force to be reckoned with in Kenzaburō Ōe’s 

novel: the author aims to propose a new civilisational basis for the transfiguration of 

society and for man’s rebirth. From here, the protagonists’ assuming the condition of 

a hero is only one step away. Whether physical or verbal, violence brings to the fore 

opponents of equal strength and it is difficult to predict how the conflict will end. Will 

equality eventually tilt to one side, and will the world come out of the time zero that it 

seems to be locked in? Which solution will prevail in the end? Returning to Takashi’s 

world founded on mythos or entering Mitsusaburo’s world based on logos? An 

                                                 
39 Cf. René Girard, Violenţa şi sacrul/ La violence et le sacré (Translated by Mona Antohi, Bucharest: Nemira, 

1995), 51. 
40 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 257.  
41 Cf. Camus, Omul revoltat, 322. 
42 Cf. Dominick Lacapra, History and its limits. Human, Animal, Violence (Ithaca and London: Cornell University 

Press, 2009), 94. 
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essential mythical theme, the theme of sibling rivalry is, in itself, violent;43 once 

violence has penetrated the community, it is difficult for it to be contained. 

Everything depends, however, on the power of sacrifice. When the religious element 

starts to founder, as there seems to be the case in Mitsusaburo’s existential universe, it 

is not only physical security that is threatened, but also the cultural order,44 because 

the institutions lose their vitality and the armature of society collapses. This 

destruction enables violence to advance further, threatening the balance and harmony 

of the community: it is not non-violence that appears to be the opposite of violence, 

but rather the human community.45 Before the rebellion triggered by Takashi – which 

the elder brother calls ‚a riot of the imagination‛ – comes to an end, the younger 

Nedokoro is involved in a murder with sexual connotations, which appears to be an 

accident. Cornered, Takashi commits suicide, but his death will awaken Mitsusaburo 

to action and will make him accept a job as a Swahili interpreter, hoping that he will 

more easily build his ‚cane hut‛ on African soil: 

 ‚As chief interpreter for the expedition, I could hardly persuade myself that 

an elephant with ’Expectation’ painted on its huge grey belly would come lumbering 

out before my eyes as we lay in wait among the grass of the plains, but now that I’d 

accepted the job there were moments when I felt that, at any rate, it was the beginning 

of a new life.‛46  

Living in a society that has alienated itself from the sacred, in a desacralised 

history, implies that contemporary time triggers permanent revolts and contestations, 

and that revolt becomes ‚an essential dimension of man.‛47 In Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel, 

the village in the valley turns into the centre of a universe where violence takes the 

form of rebellion and death. Through the riots of 1860 and 1960 – the latter somehow 

resuming the former under the leadership of the Tokyo-based great-grandson of the 

leader from one hundred years before – a temporal continuity is created, allowing the 

past to haunt the present as ‚knowledge.‛48 Still, this very relation that enables the 

centre to prevail upon the periphery gives rise to ‚unilateral determinism,‛49 bringing 

to the fore the figure of a divine-king, of a supreme leader, who monopolises 

authority in the village downstream. Like in the ancient Polynesian myths, where the 

origin of the various clans and dynasties resembles genealogies, in Kenzaburō Ōe’s 

                                                 
43 See Girard, 70. 
44 See Girard, 57. 
45 Cf. Joseph Mitsuo Kitagawa, În căutarea unităţii. Istoria religioasă a omenirii/ The Quest for Humanity Unity. A 

Religious History (Translated by Claudia Dumitru, Bucharest: Humanitas, 1994), 289. 
46 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 274. 
47 Cf. Camus, Omul revoltat, 31. 
48 See Jean-Paul Sartre, Fiinţa şi neantul. Eseu de ontologie fenomenologică/ L’être et le néant. Essai d’ontologie 

phénoménologique (Revised edition and index by Arlette Elkaïm-Sartre, Translated by Adriana Neacşu, Piteşti, 

Bucharest: Editura Paralela 45, 2004), 610. 
49 Sugiyama Lebra, 14. 
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novel the appearance and ‚gestation‛ of the leader amounts to a symbolic remaking 

of the world. 

The leader’s confirmation ceremony sets off a mechanism of increasing 

excitation amongst the rural community in the valley, activating a dynamics that 

feeds on the forces it deploys, and the hero takes on, one by one, all the positions in 

the system, eventually turning from sacrificer into victim. To gain membership in the 

community, Takashi organises and trains a team football. It is not only the 

characteristic of a leader that is important here, since Takashi can impart his to 

experience the young, but also the fact that, in this way, he can again become a 

member of the community downstream as he truly is, as a ‚creature of violence‛: 

 ‚The reason why I deliberately chose to get mixed up in violence during the 

campaign against revision of the Security Treaty – and the reason why, when I found 

myself associated with the violence of the weak forced into opposition against unjust 

violence, I chose to ally myself with unjust violence, whatever its purpose – was that I 

wanted to go on accepting myself as I am, to justify myself as a man of violence 

without having to change...‛50  

What was once a ‚cosmic renovation,‛51 a mechanism in the cosmogonic 

scenario of the New Year, is now, in historical time, integrated within the leader’s 

anointing ceremony: universal renewal is no longer in sync with the cosmic rhythms, 

but with the leader, with historical people and events. However, entry into history, 

when communication with the ancestors is resumed, can only occur at a violent 

moment. The consecration of the leader is like a second birth, a ritualistic rebirth, 

whereby the person concerned becomes not only socially responsible, but also aware 

of the cultural mission the group has entrusted him with and of the fact that, at the 

origin of the cultural order, there lies the sacrificial death of a man, of a community 

member, or even his own demise. Similar to any new birth, Takashi’s ‚gestation‛ as a 

leader is ‚a symbolic recapitulation of the tribe’s cosmogony and mythical history,‛52 

a reminiscence of the moments when his father and grandfather imitated, in their 

turn, their ancestors, by returning in illo tempore, when the time of primordial origins 

could be recovered. Mythical thinking is thus revalorised; aware that chaos, violence 

and death are the prerequisites for establishing a new order, the villagers downstream 

attempt, with Takashi’s help, to remember their own origin and identity: 

‚Taka’s rising might seem to have been a complete failure, but at least it 

served to shake the valley out of its rut. [...] So where the future of the valley as a 

whole is concerned, the rising was effective after all. It did something to re-establish 

vertical communication within the valley community, and to firm up the horizontal 

communication among the younger people.‛53  

                                                 
50 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 211. 
51 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 39. 
52 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 32. 
53 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 266. 
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Understanding the cause and purpose of what appears to be a strange 

behaviour, devoid of any significance, means acknowledging it as a human act, as a 

cultural fact or a gesture of the creative spirit, rather than as a mere pathological 

instinctual manifestation or as an infantile game. Violence and the excesses in the 

village downstream have acquired a ‚religious value‛54 by establishing a state of 

chaos or a pre-cosmogonic condition, which was prefigured in Takashi’s ‚dream 

memories‛ that allowed for the past to be ‚burned down.‛55 Memory has enabled the 

community to liberate itself from time’s agency through anâmnèsis. Takashi 

obsessively recalls the tale, which has become something of a local legend, about his 

great-grandfather and his brother; with the aid of his personal memory, he attempts 

to recover a primordial history, a myth, because its knowledge would somehow 

provide him with a ‚magical power‛56 over it. Its remembrance becomes for Takashi a 

subjective type of knowledge, turned into a soteriological science, which enables its 

practitioner to master his own destiny. It is this memory57 that allows Takashi to 

belong to the community in the valley, while Mitsusaburo considers that modern man 

is a product of history, although the tension of chronological time restores, subtly and 

indirectly, the course of one’s return to one’s origins. Symbolically, from time to time, 

this world is suppressed and replaced by the paradise of the world of yore, and 

political independence and cultural freedom can be seen as the retrievals of an 

originary state of bliss. Once, the founding of the village downstream had been a 

cosmic, existential gesture; then the village gained the connotation of an image of the 

universe (imago mundi), with the shurayuki-style barn at its core, transfigured, in a 

mythological type of symbolism, into the centre of the world. In Kenzaburō Ōe’s 

novel, the mythical ancestor has become a messianic character or a cultural hero, 

while the manifestation of the sacred in this space is kept alive in Takashi’s and the 

villagers’ memory, through the legend of the 1860 conflict, when the two brothers 

contributed to laying the foundations of a new era. However, like in the case of any 

beginning, the life ‚transfer‛58 this entailed could only be grounded in a bloody 

sacrifice. In the cult of the valley community, the gods seem less significant than the 

mythical ancestors, who were the founders and, if necessary, the perturbers of the 

cultural order. When, however, a crisis sets in, the difference between the living and 

the dead is lost, the latter becoming entwined with the former: hence, the 

‚purification‛ of the world requires a sacrificial victim.59 The grandeur and the 

baseness of the destiny Takashi has assumed turns him into a hero, while his brother 

                                                 
54 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 4. 
55 See Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 84. 
56 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 85. 
57 See Sugiyama Lebra, 23. 
58 See Eliade, Sacrul şi profanul, 54. 
59 Cf. Girard, 317. 
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seems to become an anti-hero of contemporary times, the very future of the world 

resting on their antagonism. 

The tragic conception of existence is the result of the religious valorisation of 

violent death. Cruelty and murder are part of a way of living, violent behaviour 

gaining ‚a religious value.‛60 Violence has become a witness to the making of history: 

the destruction of the world is necessary for its periodical restoration. Hope in eternal 

life has given the crises, the encounters and the revelations in Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel 

the connotation of privileged religious experiences: 

 ‚I was thinking about the absolute truth which, if a man tells it, leaves him no 

alternative but to be killed by others, or kill himself, or go mad and turn into a 

monster. The kind of truth that once uttered leaves you clutching a bomb with the 

fuse irretrievably lit.‛61  

Like in any primitive society where critical situations were answered through 

a sacrifice capable of staving violence off, the rebellion of 1860, similar to the one 

occurring one hundred years later, in 1960, attempts, through the sacrifice of the two 

brothers, to salvage the unity of the community from a crisis that might threaten its 

own internal balance. Primitive religiosity tries to give violence a new dimension, not 

of non-violence, but of coexisting violence and non-violence: 

‚The placid life, moreover, would be the life of someone who had once been a 

creature of  violence, backed up by the proud memory of having lived through a 

major upheaval.‛62  

For Mitsusaburo, salvation can be likened to an ‚awakening,‛ an 

acknowledgment of something that was already there but which he has realised only 

now. Before returning to his native village, the elder brother was neither dead nor 

alive, he merely survived. Forgetting will take the place of remembering, with the 

only exception that forgetting no longer means death, but a return to life. Falling 

under the dominion of time and obsessed with his own historicity, modern man 

attempts to re-assess the functionality of religious violence and, thereby, to arrive at a 

new understanding of the depths of time through which myth and history are 

leaking. Logos has triumphed over mythos without de-sacralising it. Regression into a 

chaotic mode of living means that everything that was eroded or soiled through time 

has been destroyed, allowing for a re-creation of the world and, with it, for a re-

creation of man. Human beings are regenerated concurrently with the world to whose 

destruction they have contributed. The one who knows this, who is aware of this 

possible metamorphosis becomes capable of transfiguring any human experience and 

living it on another, transhuman level. Once born biologically, man must experience a 

second, spiritual birth, since he was originally born imperfect. Therefore, experience 

                                                 
60 Cf. Eliade, Aspecte ale mitului, 85. 
61 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 219. 
62 Ōe, The Silent Cry, 307. 
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entails rites of passage, through a series of successive initiations,63 which deepen the 

understanding of responsibility and culpability, of sacrifice, punishment and 

redemption. In Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel, the world is entirely one of memory, a 

demanding memory, which re-memories old memories, sometimes through dreams, 

rearranging them into a new world: mythical memory and historical memory. 

Through the manner in which the two brothers approach reality, each asserts, in their 

own individual way, the force of refusal: by refusing one part of reality, each of them 

affirms another. Too profound to be satisfied with ‚seeming,‛ yet too sensitive to act, 

Mitsusaburo lets matters drift, while Takashi, like any man from a mythical society, 

strives to overcome death, turning it into a rite of passage and the beginning of a new 

spiritual existence. Death has transformed all experience into destiny. The ancestors’ 

past has become their future, which, in turn, has become the past for the 

contemporaries. History advances, it progresses in a dialectical temporal relation that 

evolves within a well-defined time period: 1860 and 1960. Retrieved into memory by 

the year 1860, the mythical ancestor has become historical, contemporaneous with the 

year 1960. 

The sacred encompasses everything that entails violence and more: order and 

disorder, peace and war, creation and destruction.64 To understand, therefore, 

founding violence is to recognise unity in complexity, the saving unanimity that re-

establishes non-violence as the very manifestation of the sacred. As a revolted man, 

Takashi has disavowed and rejected his historical condition, but he has been unable to 

escape it. The attempt to perpetuate and strengthen a particular socio-religious order 

has moved to another level, which has given way to the idea of ‚change,‛ of 

‚becoming.‛ However unpleasant or terrible, the consequences of violence have been 

assumed so that a new order may be achieved. Man’s destiny is within himself,65 and 

man exists only through his actions. If the religious cannot dissolve itself into the 

social, and neither can the social dilute itself into the religious, is may the case that 

violence assumes the characteristic of a bond between the two, becoming, 

paradoxically perhaps!?, one of the founding principles in the formation of human 

societies. Mitsusaburo has turned into an engaged spectator, a social engineer, an 

advocate of punctual reforms based on the exercise of critical reason. He has become a 

witness of history, which he records in his own journal. Still, a survivor who recollects 

a violent event can influence its testimony, just like he may shape it according to his 

own will. What, at the time of experience, might have been ineffable, even 

unrepresentable, must acquire a discursive form. The moment of ‚unmediated 

experience‛ and ‚intuitive apprehension‛66 has been relived and re-grasped through 

                                                 
63 See Eliade, Sacrul şi profanul, 167. 
64 See Girard, 280. 
65 Cf. Sartre, Fiinţa şi neantul, 22. 
66 Cf. Lacapra, 63. 
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narrative art. The first-degree witness experience gives way, in Mitsusaburo’s 

‚journal,‛ to the paradoxical projection of hope. 

Each generation seems to rewrite history, assuming a particular past based on 

the future which it is heading towards and which determines its present.67 One of the 

brothers chose man in a society in which freedom may only be asserted through 

fighting and violence, while the other has reconciled action with historical 

consciousness. In Sartrean terms, however, thought is action and it may be enlisted in 

the quest for the human or historical future. Freedom exists as making, as action. 

Admixing elements of real history in a fictional trauma, Kenzaburō Ōe’s novel 

amounts to what might be called a fiction of the real. In order for the history of this 

seemingly lost present not to fall prey to ideology and political abuse, the Japanese 

author proposes a return to myth, without idealising it, though; the appeal to logos 

demands the rethinking of tradition according to the future it may give rise to. 

Humanism has been interrogated and, eventually, revalorised. While Mitsusaburo 

disproves the innocence of the world and judges it methodically, Takashi replaces 

value judgments with exalted consent; despair acquires the overtones of joyfulness, 

bondage gives way to freedom, because being free means exactly abolishing goals. 

Once consented to, the innocence of becoming represents utmost freedom.68 

The violence that triggered off the riots of 1860 and 1960 caused, in fact, the 

rebirth of a civilisation. By striking, violence tore the world in half; after the chaos, 

however, history renewed its mission of not coming to an end and of regenerating 

itself after an already known image. Violence has become a necessity of history; the 

progress of history means violence and terror, placed in the service of politics and 

ideology. Violence has revealed the meaning of the conflict between tradition and 

modernity, between the past and the future, between myth and history: the dynamics 

of history appears to manifest itself in endless tension. In Japanese history, for 

instance, the year 1960 prefigured the dramatic events at the end of the decade: the 

Tokyo protest movements, against the background of those in Prague, Chicago, Paris, 

Belgrade, Rome, Mexico, followed by the creation of the United Red Army, which 

saw its end with its own eyes when its members executed one another in cold blood. 

In an effort to understand its epoch, the broken course of historical events has gained, 

in Kenzaburō Ōe The Silent Cry, grotesque, cynical and ironic overtones. Trying not 

only to accept the reality of the present, but also to understand the murder that 

justifies it, and thinking in terms of the future, Kenzaburō Ōe allows, in this novel, the 

dilemma that was once translated through the phrase ‚crisis or war‛ to veer into the 

emblem under whose aegis the next century will begin: 

 ‚There is no firm proof of this belief of mine, but ‘weak person’ though I am, 

with the aid of this unverifiable belief, I would like to ‘suffer dully all the wrongs’ 

accumulated throughout this century as a result of the uncontrolled development of 

                                                 
67 Cf. Sartre, Fiinţa şi neantul, 190. 
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inhuman technology. As one with a peripheral, marginal, off-center existence in the 

world, I would like to continue to seek – with what I hope is a modest, decent, 

humanistic contribution of my own – ways to be of some use in the cure and 

reconciliation of mankind.‛69  
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