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A Note on the Text

This book includes discussions of each of Murakami Haruki’s fourteen novels to date, from Hear the Wind Sing (1979) to Killing Commendatore (2017). Each of these novels has been translated into English, and the full English titles are used in this book, except for any chapter where a book is part of the main focus of discussion, when an abbreviated title is sometimes introduced in the interest of brevity. The first time one of Murakami’s novels is introduced in the main text, the romanized Japanese title and the original Japanese publication date are also provided.

Japanese names are presented in the common Japanese order, with the family name followed by the given name. An exception was made for the title of this book in the interest of readers unfamiliar with this convention. An exception is also made for authors with Japanese names writing in English.
 
Macrons are used to indicate long vowels in Japanese. An exception is made for Japanese words commonly found in English (i.e., Tokyo rather than Tōkyō). Italics are used to indicate Japanese words not commonly used in English (e.g., Boku).




Introduction


Murakami Haruki (b. 1949) started writing fiction as a means of self-therapy. He just did not know this at the time. Instead, the story he normally tells to explain his debut as a writer puts it all down to inspiration rather than introspection, a bolt from the blue that even he did not understand. In the spring of 1978, Murakami was twenty-nine years old, and with his wife of six and a half years, Yōko, he was the owner-operator of a jazz café-by-day, bar-by-night establishment called Peter Cat in Sendagaya, Tokyo. Within walking distance of Peter Cat was Jingū Stadium, owned by Meiji Jingū Shrine and home to the Yakult Swallows, the professional baseball team Murakami had come to support following his move to Tokyo from his hometown of Ashiya (near Kobe). While today filled in with permanent seating, in 1978 the area just beyond the stadium’s outfield was a simple grass bank, and it was here, at the season opener—the Swallows versus the Hiroshima Carp—that Murakami had his moment. Stretched out with a beer in hand, he watched as David Hilton, a recently arrived import from the United States who was playing for the Swallows, stepped up to bat and hit a double. “In that instant,” Murakami recalls, “for no reason and based on no grounds whatsoever, it suddenly struck me: I think I can write a novel.”
1



Murakami wasted little time turning inspiration into action. Immediately following the game, he went to Shinjuku to buy a fountain pen and writing paper and was soon working on what would become his debut novel. Peter Cat still needed to be run, of course, so the time he could dedicate to writing was limited. Murakami would first have to close and clean the bar each night before returning home to spend a few precious moments—short bursts of between thirty minutes to an hour—writing at the kitchen table.
2
 That season the Swallows went on to win the Central League and then the Japan Series, a result few had anticipated at the start of the season, while Murakami’s novel, later to be called Hear the Wind Sing (Kaze no uta o kike, 1979), would go on to win the Gunzō Prize for new writers. A couple of years later Murakami would let go of Peter Cat to write full-time and over the next several decades would establish himself as one of the dominant literary voices in not only Japan but the world, arguably becoming Japan’s first truly global novelist.

“Yes, it is strange, isn’t it,” Murakami acknowledged in 1996 in an interview with Ian Buruma for The New Yorker. “Baseball is an American game. Hilton was an American batter. The kind of revelation I experienced that day was not very Japanese. Revelation is not really a Japanese concept.”
3
 Years later, he would add that revelation is probably not the right word here, offering epiphany as a better alternative, a distinction likely intended to emphasize the psychological rather than the supernatural nature of his experience.
4
 This was not a message from the gods but from his own unconscious. The question is, what was his mind trying to tell him? With hindsight, Murakami has provided his own answer to this question. Speaking in 1995 with the Jungian psychologist Kawai Hayao, he put it this way: “Why did I start writing novels, even I do not really know, I just suddenly wanted to start writing one day. Thinking about it now though, I think it was some kind of step toward self-therapy.”
5



Murakami’s insight here is the starting point for this book, which in five chapters will look at each of his fourteen novels to date and how they might be read as part of an ongoing therapeutic project on the part of their author. This does not mean that the aim of this book is to read everything in Murakami’s fiction biographically (which would be impossible to do anyway). While biography will provide part of the story, the other part of the story will be the novels themselves, the therapeutic themes they introduce and develop, and how these themes might be illuminated by an eclectic mix of psychological theories. What I will try to explain in the process is how Murakami transformed his underlying therapeutic motive for writing into a literary career capable of capturing the hearts of millions. Many people write as a means of self-therapy, but not many of them become world-famous novelists. The question is why was Murakami able to do so?

Freud once explained how the unfiltered fantasies of other people tend to “repel us or at least leave us cold,” which is why a writer, in seeking to overcome this resistance, “softens the character of his egoistic day-dreams by altering and disguising it, and he bribes us by the purely formal—that is, aesthetic—yield of pleasure which he offers us in the presentation of his phantasies.”
6
 This is analogous, I will argue, to what Murakami has done in his forty-plus-years writing career in regards to his traumas. While Murakami started writing fiction as a means of self-therapy, and while there are specific things he was seeking self-therapy for, he has not written about these things directly in his fiction (and he has only recently begun writing about some of them in his nonfiction).
7
 Instead, what Murakami has done is to alter and disguise his traumas, while also bribing us with his own brand of literary pleasure (what Freud calls an “incentive bonus” or “fore-pleasure” which makes “possible the release of still greater pleasure arising from deeper psychical sources”).
8
 The first aim of this book is to recover as much of this altered and disguised biographical core to Murakami’s writing as possible, a core he has often claimed is not there to find, and to understand how he fashioned it into compelling fiction through the influence of some important literary models.

The second aim of this book, as already touched on, is to then explore how Murakami went on to transform this therapeutic motive for writing into a literary career of global acclaim. This second aim is less worried about where Murakami’s need to write came from, and more about where it has taken him. Here the analogy I will use compares Murakami’s fiction to the rise of Nietzschean philosophy and Jungian psychology (both, as will be discussed later, direct influences on Murakami’s fiction). What Murakami shares with Nietzsche and Jung is an engagement with the chaotic forces of the unconscious, a process which often starts as a response to personal struggles, but which at times evolves into something of greater cultural significance. In the end, I will argue that what self-therapy ultimately means for Murakami has similarities with what Nietzsche and Jung offered before him (arguably closer to the latter than the former) and that this is central to his message as a writer.


The next two sections of this introduction deal with two basic questions that arise out of Murakami’s claim to be writing as a means of self-therapy: first, what did he need self-therapy for, and second, why did he think that writing fiction would be a good way to start the healing process? As will be seen, while critics have offered various historical and sociological causes for understanding Murakami’s therapeutic fiction, there are also two biographical causes essential for understanding why he writes. What we will also see is that Murakami has very particular ideas about what writing as self-therapy means and that these ideas do not include writing directly about traumatic experiences for the cathartic relief this can bring. Instead, Murakami claims to not really know from where his stories come, except to say that they come from a place deep inside him which he sometimes describes as a hidden second basement. Understanding Murakami’s metaphor of this second basement is essential for understanding what he thinks stories are, where they come from, and why they have the power to heal.

The final section of this introduction will offer a first look at the remaining five chapters of this book. In short, what this book argues is that there are four prominent therapeutic threads woven through Murakami’s fiction that can be connected to his biography but which have also transcended this starting point as they have been transformed into works of literary fiction. The first thread, grounded in Freudian psychoanalysis, is focused on the need to break out of melancholia and into mourning so that healing can occur. The second thread, grounded in trauma studies, focuses on the theme of intergenerational trauma and the attempt to heal it through symbolic acts of self-sacrifice. The third thread, grounded in attachment theory, looks at how characters with avoidant attachment styles strive to achieve earned attachment, which is simply the ability to love and be loved in return. The fourth thread, grounded in Jungian psychoanalysis, examines the most sustained therapeutic theme in Murakami’s fiction: the drive for individuation as a response to nihilism.


Diagnosis: What Is Murakami Seeking Self-Therapy For?

Murakami believes that there are “three types of emotional wounds”:


those that heal quickly, those that take a long time to heal, and those that remain with you until you die. I think one of the major roles of fiction is to explore as deeply and in as much detail as possible the wounds that remain. Because those are the scars that, for better or for worse, define and shape a person’s life. And stories—effective stories, that is—can pinpoint where a wound lies, define its boundaries (often, the wounded person isn’t aware that it exists), and work to heal it.
9





So what are Murakami’s wounds that remain? What are the scars that, for better or worse, have defined and shaped his life? The answer is not immediately obvious. As Jay Rubin, one of Murakami’s English translators and still one of the best sources we have on Murakami’s personal life, writes, “he had none of the early life-warping experiences that seem to propel certain sensitive souls towards writing as a form of therapy for themselves or their generation.”
10
 This is why so many critics turn not to Murakami’s personal life but, rather, to the historical and social milieu which shaped him when trying to make sense of his underlying motives for writing. The most common approach sees Murakami as a spokesperson for the generation that came of age during the late 1960s, a time in Japan filled with political idealism, but which was followed by defeat and disillusionment (at least for those on the political left).

This, for example, is Matthew Strecher’s starting point for understanding Murakami’s fiction, and he goes on to note the deep sense of loss this defeat left for many in Murakami’s generation. While not explicitly framing Murakami’s literary project as a therapeutic one, Strecher emphasizes the constant quest for identity in Murakami’s fiction outside of the prescribed avenues of state and economy. In particular, he sees Murakami’s protagonists searching for their identity in two areas: in the unconscious and in their relationships with other people. Strecher writes, “Murakami’s implicit question is, always, how can the first-person protagonist forge connections with an Other (conscious or unconscious) and thereby identify himself, prove to himself that he exists.”
11
 Murakami’s search for self-therapy could easily be framed in this same way, with the desire to forge connections with the unconscious marking the first stage of recovery and the desire to forge connections with others marking the second.

Japan’s postwar economic and social development is likewise behind two different approaches to Murakami’s fiction offered by Paul Roquet and John Whittier Treat, both of whom emphasize the country’s growing embrace of neoliberal economic policies. Building on arguments from Nakamata Akio, who has positioned Murakami as a practitioner in an emerging genre he calls the iyashi-kei 
shōsetsu (healing-type novel), Roquet sees Murakami as a pioneer in the field of “ambient literature,” a genre offering “an aesthetic response to the demand for transposable calm” and which “rethinks the novel as a mood-regulating device.”
12
 Life in societies driven by neoliberal economic policies is uncertain and stressful for many people, and ambient literature, together with other forms of ambient media, is the balm consumerism manufactures to keep them going. This genre of ambient literature, Roquet writes, has two chief aims: “to generate calming moods and to provide a space to reflect back on therapy culture as a whole.”
13



While not a point I will focus on too much in this book, I agree with Roquet that Murakami’s fiction has the power to “generate calming moods.” Rubin writes of the many examples in Murakami’s fiction of protagonists who perform “some mindless physical task—ironing a shirt, cooking pasta, mowing lawns—with meticulous attention to detail as an exercise in healing a wounded psyche—rather like Zen and the art of motorcycle maintenance.”
14
 Matt Alt argues that it is these Zen-like aspects in Murakami’s writing which have made him popular in America, suggesting that it was the Buddhist scholar and popularizer of Zen philosophy in the West, D. T. Suzuki, who prepared the way. Alt goes so far as to compare Murakami to another successful Japanese export of recent years, Marie Kondo, the domestic organizational guru who in her books and Netflix series tells us to only keep things in our homes which “spark joy.” Alt writes:


It may seem churlish to speak of Murakami, literary titan, in the same breath as tidying-up guru Marie Kondo. Surely nobody reads Kondo for her prose; they turn to her for advice to escape the tsunami of material goods inundating their lives. Yet the way we refer to Murakami’s and Kondo’s outputs is telling: One writes in a style often described as “magical realism”; the other dispenses texts brimming with “life-changing magic.”
15





Another way to say all of this is that Murakami’s fiction offers readers an education in mindfulness, another buzzword of our times with cultural roots in Zen Buddhism. Though Murakami’s characters are often thrown into bizarre situations, they manage to keep their cool and restore their equilibrium by returning to the present and by performing simple daily tasks with a sense of personal integrity and attention to detail. Such scenes can be soothing for readers and may even encourage them to begin integrating similar practices into their own lives (after reading a Murakami novel you may never cook a pot of pasta the same way again). The concept of mindfulness also has a strong following in contemporary therapeutic circles, a recognition of the way a practice of inner, detached watchfulness can help traumatized patients who are dealing with and processing potentially overwhelming experiences from their past.
16



The only risk I see in this approach of Roquet and others to Murakami’s fiction is that mood regulation may come to be seen as its defining characteristic. While Roquet’s overall discussion of ambient media aims to consider “both sides” of the issue—“both the real mobility and healing on offer and the potentially dubious aspects of mediated mood regulation and therapy culture”—his specific discussion on Murakami is brief and goes little beyond suggesting that he is a pioneer in the field of “healing-style fiction.”
17
 At its most flippant, this approach might seem to relegate Murakami’s fiction to the level of bubble baths and cat videos, things offered to help people reduce stress and feel better while simultaneously ignoring the underlying causes of their suffering. Mood regulation, I will argue, while a part of Murakami’s fiction, barely scratches the surface of what it offers therapeutically. While Roquet’s work can thus sensitize us to the issue of mood regulation and the wider therapeutic culture in contemporary Japan, ultimately it fails to consider any of the deeper threads of Murakami’s therapeutic discourse.

John Whittier Treat likewise sees the rise of neoliberal economic policies as a vital backdrop for understanding Murakami’s fiction, though he is less interested in its calming qualities. Instead, he builds on ideas from Saitō Tamaki, among others, to describe Murakami as “a novelist who has earned global acclaim for his best-selling stories foregrounding the dissociative tenor of daily life in Japan.”
18
 Dissociation, a condition which will be discussed in more detail later, is basically a psychological response to trauma or prolonged stress in which a person disconnects from their normal sense of self or reality (or both). Saitō has gone so far as to call Japan a kairikei shakai (dissociative-type society) and Treat sees Murakami’s fiction as particularly ripe for exploring this psychological and cultural phenomenon. Thinking about the historical and material causes behind this shift in Japanese society, Treat observes, “We can interpret them as clinical and amenable to therapy long before we understand feelings as the poorly articulated expressions of a new social order accompanying neoliberal economics circling the globe.”
19
 For Treat, Murakami’s fiction is more interesting for the ways it mirrors these dissociative tendencies in society than for any remedies it offers. If dissociation is the diagnosis, then at least part of the remedy is going to require reassociation: a reintegration of dissociated elements. This is a theme I will return to several times in this book.

A different sociological approach to Murakami’s therapeutic fiction is offered by Carl Cassegård, who starts with the question, “What is the defining formative experience of modernity?”
20
 His answer, provided to him by Walter Benjamin, is shock. Modernity, with its rapid changes and constant disruptions, is defined by the experience of shock, but Cassegård notes that with time a process of naturalization follows—we get used to the shocks of modernity and acclimatize ourselves to our new lived reality, even if we do not become well adjusted to it. Instead, naturalization in Cassegård’s writing feels more like a post-traumatic state—we end up more dead than alive, more numb than feeling. Murakami’s early fiction, Cassegård argues, is naturalized in this sense; his protagonists, who are dead within, are left with nothing else to do but to wait for change from without.

Cassegård divides Murakami’s fiction into two main periods. In the early period, Murakami portrays protagonists “who accept loneliness as their sad but also sentimentally sweet fate.”
21
 This does not mean they are satisfied with this situation, however. Cassegård writes, “loneliness and longing for contact is one of the most clear and obvious instances in which Murakami manifests his discomfort in naturalized modernity.”
22
 In later fiction, this begins to shift, and detachment gives way to commitment. These later works, Cassegård explains,


depict protagonists who attempt to combat the trend towards privatization by more or less forcefully committing themselves to other human beings. By their struggle, however, they find themselves having to deny naturalization as well, at least to a certain extent. Shock returns to their world, and even where mutual communication is achieved it tends to be painful, casting doubt on the success of their struggle.
23





Cassegård sees more evidence of therapeutic growth in Murakami’s fiction than either Roquet or Treat. Murakami’s protagonists are doing more than simply modeling mood regulation or being overwhelmed by dissociative experiences. Admittedly, at times, Cassegård suggests, all they seem to be doing is sitting around and waiting for something to happen, but eventually, when the time is right, they make their move, committing themselves to others, even when this opens them up to the potential for shock again. It is a reading of Murakami’s fiction that fits well with many of the arguments I will make in this book.

As useful as these historical and sociological approaches are for framing Murakami’s therapeutic fiction in the broadest possible context, however, it would be a mistake to skip over the personal aspects of his search for self-therapy too quickly. Indeed, a closer look at Murakami’s life reveals that there are, in fact, experiences from his late teens to early twenties that are essential for understanding why he writes. He is not only responding to the political disappointments of the late 1960s, the disruptions caused by neoliberal economic policies, or to the naturalization process which followed the shock of modernity, but to some very specific personal losses as well (though, of course, these personal losses all occurred within this broader historical and sociological context). In particular, it is difficult to ignore two events that might be described as Murakami’s wounds that remain: his falling out with his parents (particularly his father) and the complicated relationship he shared with a young woman from his hometown. I will start with the former.

Murakami’s father, Chiaki, was a full-time schoolteacher and a part-time Buddhist priest (a tradition he carried on from his father, Benshiki, who was a full-time Buddhist priest), while his mother, Miyuki, was also a schoolteacher until the birth of her son and later ran a cram school called Murakami Juku.
24
 Both taught Japanese language and literature, and both spent countless hours educating their only child, ensuring that he was deeply familiar with the Japanese classics, an effort Murakami’s fiction shows was not entirely done in vain (even if it was not fully appreciated at the time). In a conversation with the writer Murakami Ryū early in his career, Murakami claimed to be so familiar with such classic works of Japanese literature as Heike Monogatari (The Tale of Heike), Tsurezuregusa (Essays in Idleness), and Makura no sōshi (The Pillow Book), that he could recite much of them by heart, while a common topic of conversation at the family breakfast table was Japan’s oldest existing poetry collection, Manyōshū. Murakami was born in the ancient capital of Kyoto, but not long after his birth his father accepted a teaching position at Kōyōgakuin, a private institution in Hyōgo Prefecture’s Nishinomiya City which covers middle and high school, so the family moved, first to Shukugawa, and then, coinciding with Murakami’s graduation from elementary school, to Ashiya, suburban areas close to the port city of Kobe (where Murakami would later attend high school). Ashiya and Kobe more broadly are the backdrop to his debut novel, Hear the Wind Sing.
25



Even Murakami acknowledges that, given his comfortable upbringing, there are few obvious reasons why he should have suddenly felt the need to start writing as a means of self-therapy. In a long interview for the magazine Kangaeru hito (Thinking Person) in 2010, he explained something of his upbringing and the way he felt drawn to the idea of writing as a means of self-therapy, despite his happy, problem-free childhood. He begins,


I have no memory of ever being hurt in childhood or youth. I was raised in the peaceful suburbs of Shukugawa and Ashiya, a child of the so-called middle-class, and as an only child, I experienced no conflict and no problems in the home. Sure, my school grades weren’t the greatest, but they were average, and I lived my life pleasantly, doing things I enjoy—reading books, listening to music, playing with our cats. I went to an ordinary public school, had enough friends, went on dates with my girlfriend, and played outside. It was a safe, peaceful time. To make a long story short, there is nothing about it that you might put into a novel.
26





Murakami goes on to explain that while he loved reading growing up, he never felt the desire to write himself, suggesting that, unlike earlier generations who had experienced things like war and poverty, he simply felt he had nothing significant to write about.

As time went on, though, and particularly as Murakami left home and started to make his way in the world, he came to realize that despite his peaceful childhood, there were things he had lost and things he had been hurt by as he made the transition into adulthood. Twice in this part of the interview, Murakami emphasizes that he does not blame his parents for this situation, stating that they did the best they could raising him, offering him what they believed was the necessary know-how to live in society. At the same time, he acknowledges that their lifestyle and way of thinking are completely different from his own and that from this gap with his parents, “from this pain and feeling of separation, came stories from deep inside me.”
27



In his conversation with Murakami Ryū, Haruki explained something of the nature of his home environment, explaining to Ryū that, even as a young boy, he was given a sense by his father that you were supposed to abandon your personal desires in life, Murakami seeing this as a product of his father’s Buddhist beliefs.
28
 What he seems to be hinting at here is a subtle message he received about setting aside personal ambition in favor of the status quo, or as Murakami puts it in his conversation with Ryū, suppressing hunger for something more.
29
 If Buddhism provides one possible explanation for where this philosophy came from, Sukegawa Kōichirō offers another, pointing to what might be described as Chiaki’s survivor’s guilt complex.
30
 Chiaki was a war veteran and his experiences in China became wounds that remained with him until the end of his life, his trauma, in turn, being passed onto his son in subtle ways.









































































Cure: Writing as Self-Therapy















































Four Therapeutic Threads in Murakami’s Fiction
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