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Hirabayashi Taiko’s “At the Charity Ward”:
Proletarian Literature and Birth Control

Michielsen Edwin

In the 1920s, the struggle surrounding women'’s reproductive rights started in tandem with
the appearance of women’s rights movements. Among these movements, ardent proletarian
women activists connected class struggle with women’s rights and established the Proletarian
Birth Control Movement (ProBC), which advocated for women’s reproductive rights. In this
presentation, I will examine Hirabayashi Taiko’s “At the Charity Ward” against the historical
backdrop of proletarian birth control politics, in order to elucidate the mutual relationship
between birth control and proletarian literature.

In my doctoral research, I study the (im)possibility of a gendered class solidarity with respect
to women’s reproduction in proletarian literature, drawing on newspapers and leaflets published
by ProBC. In particular, I analyze Matsuda Tokiko, who was a member of ProBC, and her short
story “Selling Breasts,” to demonstrate how birth control was utilized as a method of class
struggle. 1 reveal how proletarian women, suffering from the double burden of unpaid
housework (including child-rearing) and paid labor, came together in unity and sought to
forward class struggle with regards to strategies of birth control.

Building upon this research, in this presentation I will consider how Hirabayashi Taiko’s “At
the Charity Ward,” published in the ninth issue of Literary Front in 1927, challenges the
necessity of human reproduction in light of the ideology of “Good Wives, Wise Mothers.”
Reviewed by literary critics at the time as a work “written with a body of ample flesh,” “At the
Charity Ward” problematized the fixed gender subjectivity of women through its depiction of
“dirty, contaminated, and ugly aspects,” which contrasted with the writing style found in works
by bourgeois writers characterized as “beautiful and elegant” (Kuroshima Denji, 1928, 60). In
discussing Hirabayashi’s literary writings, I will analyze this “corporeal writing” in “At the
Charity Ward” and illuminate how it questioned subjectivity. I will focus on how the protagonist
Mitsuyo, who, in rejecting bourgeois familialism and exploring possibilities of unknown
subjectivities through the body, reconsidered the value of reproduction and sought for a
womanhood beyond reproduction.
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