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Is the hero of Ukigumo an outsider?

LE CHUN KIM*

Scholars of Japanese literature have well compared the
similarities of Utsumi Bunzo and the characters of Ivan
Turgenev, the outsiders of Russian literature. In Nihon bungaku-
shi jiten [Dictionary of the history of Japanese literature] Bunzd
is termed the first outsider in Japanese modern literature.

However, I am opposed to simply characterizing Bunzo as
similar to the outsiders found in Russian literature. Is Bunzo
really endowed with the representative character of the outsider?

And, furthermore, did Futabatei Shimei try to present the
problem of a Japanese outsider in Ukigumo? In order to answer
this question it is first necessary to elucidate Futabatei’s thinking
about outsiders. Russian critics regard the outsider as in essence
a psychological and social type born out of conditions under the
autocratic system of serfdom. In contrast, Futabatei thought of
outsiders as being born out of the instability of Russian culture

after the reforms of Peter the Great. However, the important
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thing is that the situation in Japan at that time was not as yet
such for the formation of the artistic type of the outsider. It is too
early to talk about outsiders in the Japan of just after the Meiji
Restoration. The main theme of this work is nothing more than
the portrayal of the suffering of an ingenuous youth who goes to
the big city during the period of the birth of capitalism and is
ruined. In Bunzd’s question, “What should I do now?”, is con-
tained the beginning of the spiritual quest in modern Japanese

literature.
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