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        NATSUME SŌSEKI is
            universally recognized to be Japan’s greatest modern novelist. Born Natsume
            Kinnosuke in Edo in 1867, the year before the city was renamed Tokyo, he survived a
            lonely childhood, being traded between foster and biological parents, was deeply
            schooled in both the Chinese classics and English, and at the age of twenty-two chose
            from a Chinese source the defiantly playful pen name Sōseki
            (‘Garglestone’) to signify his sense of his own eccentricity. In 1893,
            Sōseki became the second graduate of (Tokyo) Imperial University’s English
            Department and entered the graduate program, but in 1895 he abruptly took a position
            teaching English in a rural middle school. Though hoping to become a writer as early as
            the age of fourteen, Sōseki chose the more respectable path of English literature
            scholar, was sent to London by the Ministry of Education in 1900 for two years, and
            taught in his alma mater until 1907, when his early success as a part-time writer of
            stories and novels led him to accept a position as staff novelist for the Asahi
                Shinbun newspaper, in which he serialized the rest of his fourteen novels.
            Sōseki also published substantial works of literary theory and history (and
            contemplative essays, memoirs, lectures on the individual and society, etc.) and
            continued to think of himself as a scholar after his controversial resignation from the
            university. His works quickly lost any hint of academic artifice, however, relying
            initially on a freewheeling sense of humor, and then darkening as Sōseki wrestled
            with increasingly debilitating bouts of depression and illness. Sōseki wrote many
            Chinese poems and haiku as a form of escape from the stresses of the world he had
            created. He died in 1916 with his last – and longest – novel still
            unfinished. Each new generation of Japanese readers rediscovers Sōseki, and Western
            readers find in him a truly original voice among those artists who have most fully
            grasped the human experience.

        J. COHN studied Japanese at
            Cornell and Harvard universities, as well as in Japan, and has taught Japanese
            literature at Harvard University and the University of Hawaii. He is the author of a
            study on the comic spirit in modern Japanese fiction.

    
        Introduction

        Botchan takes its title from the
            nickname given to the main character, who doubles as the novel’s narrator, by the
            devoted old family maidservant Kiyo. Applied exclusively to boys and young men of
            respectable families, along with the occasional adult male who has not quite managed to
            grow up, the term can be used either as a description or as one of the many titles that
            are called upon to serve as a substitute for personal names in Japan. It may be used to
            express a measure of respect mixed with fondness for and intimacy with its subject, as
            Kiyo does; at other times it carries a mildly dismissive tone. It has several
            connotations, sometimes conceived of as interrelated and sometimes taken as independent
            of each other: a younger son; inexperienced or naive; easygoing in a way that can either
            be mildly endearing or distressingly irresponsible; or, in extreme cases, spoiled
            rotten. All of these, except for the last, apply to the title character to a greater or
            lesser degree, but there is more to him than the sum of these parts, and some of his
            qualities are quite the opposite of what the term might lead us to expect.

        A century on from its initial publication,
                Botchan remains one of the most familiar, most read, and most loved of all
            novels in Japan. Its popularity has persisted even as the Japan it depicts, where a
            crash program of modernization was transforming every aspect of life but the ways of the
            feudal period still remained a living memory, has itself passed into the realm of
            distant nostalgia. It has also managed to survive its adoption as a school text, a fate
            that might well have proved to be a kiss of death for a less
            appealing book. Yet for all its obvious merits – among them its tangy style,
            refreshingly lighthearted yet tough-minded spirit, sparkling humor, and an array of
            colorful characters known by memorable nicknames – there is still something a
            little odd, a little idiosyncratic about this enduring popularity.

        Artistically it is not an especially
            polished work: its phrasing and structure are often loose and bumpy, not surprisingly
            for a novel dashed off by a young professor of English who seems to have been more
            intent on venting his frustrations and amusing a small audience of associates than on
            reaching for immortality. It offers few hints of the psychological and philosophical
            depth that distinguish Natsume Sōseki’s later novels (which were soon to
            establish him as Japan’s pre-eminent modern novelist, a position from which he has
            never fallen), or of the exquisite suggestiveness, penetrating insights, or inventive
            brilliance of so many later Japanese writers. While Botchan’s upright,
            straightforward nature is occasionally cited as an embodiment of ‘typical’
            Japanese character, surely it is significant that Sōseki portrays him and the few
            kindred spirits he finds as the exceptions in a society dominated by hypocrites and
            schemers.

        This, in fact, may be a key to its
            popularity: if anything, what is atypical about it, the way that it differs from so many
            other classics, may be precisely what has continued to appeal to generations of Japanese
            readers even as their world has continued to change, sometimes drastically, all around
            them. The voice in which Botchan tells his story is striking, not quite like anything
            seen in Japanese fiction before, and not often matched since: sometimes choppy but
            always vivid, direct, and outspoken; basically colloquial but frequently enriched by
            literary expressions at strategic points. The reader has the sense of being in direct
            touch with an engaging, refreshingly candid character who may do some boasting but never
            talks down to us. The contrast between his forthrightness and the devious, pompous tones
            of many of the other characters makes him all the more appealing.

        Botchan’s language is a superb fit for
            what must be the principal attraction of the novel for many readers – its
            irreverent, accept-no-nonsense spirit. In a society, a culture, and a literature in which deference to all forms of authority is stressed and
            indirection is widely held to be the most appropriate mode of expressing one’s
            thoughts and conducting one’s affairs, or the only viable one, Botchan’s
            unapologetic defiance of the constraints of family life and school routines, and
            his willingness to expose great and petty pretensions and skulduggeries wherever he
            finds them, regardless of the consequences, must resonate powerfully with readers who
            feel the same resentments but find themselves unable to act on them or even voice
            them.

        These themes may also resonate with
            English-speaking readers who have already experienced similar satisfactions while
            reading Huckleberry Finn or The Catcher in the Rye; and for those
            without direct experience of Japanese life, they may also provide an eye-opening
            antidote to long-prevalent media (and academic) evocations of a harmonious, largely
            complacent social order. The same applies to Botchan’s, or rather Natsume
            Sōseki’s, child’s-eye view of family life, which is shockingly cold and
            disconnected. No doubt there is an element of intentional exaggeration for maximum
            emotional impact here – but the same could just as easily be said of the more
            familiar evocation of childhood in a warm, enveloping atmosphere as celebrated in
            countless Japanese television series.

        If Botchan’s outspoken
            style and rebellious spirit are among the features that help account for its perennial
            appeal, other elements of the novel may now feel distinctly dated. Natsume Sōseki
            wrote in the last age of pre-Freudian literature. Living in the era we do, we
            can’t help viewing his works, or most other things, from a Freudian (or
            post-Freudian) perspective, but it is still worth remembering that Sōseki himself
            did not have such a perspective. Neither did his original readers. Botchan, even by the
            standards of fictional characters in his own day, and in sharp contrast to later
            Sōseki protagonists, is rarely given to psychological introspection, or to any form
            of self-examination at all. Nor is he subject to the imperatives of the libido that we
            now take for granted; in fact he must be one of the few (presumably heterosexual)
            characters who seem immune to the supposedly irresistible charms of the geisha, although
            some of his colleagues prove far less innocent. The only female
            character for whom he expresses anything more than fleeting feelings is the elderly
            Kiyo, whose devotion makes her a kind of substitute mother figure rather than a
            candidate for a juicy seduction. No doubt this will detract from the overall sense of
            authenticity, or even the interest, of the novel for some readers.

        Given the youthfulness of the main
            character, the weakness of his erotic impulses, and the setting of much of the action in
            a middle school, it may be tempting to read Botchan as a boys’ book. Even
            if we focus on the more adult elements, especially the depiction of the intrigues among
            the teachers at the school which come to occupy center stage as the story progresses,
            its outlook is still very much a masculine one. Depictions of the female characters
            other than Kiyo are cursory, and their roles are largely limited to advancing a plot
            line that concentrates on the adventures, misadventures, and conflicts among the male
            characters. The same is true, in fact, of much of Sōseki’s writing. Even in
            the deeper and more complex later novels, the male characters are the ones who generally
            make things happen and do most of the important thinking; female characters generally
            have things happen to them, and their thoughts are accorded less attention. Yet
                Botchan could not have enjoyed the kind of popularity it has without a good
            measure of favor among female readers as well; perhaps female readers, whose lives are
            hemmed in by the same social constraints as those of their male counterparts, plus some
            extra ones thrown in for good measure, also get a vicarious satisfaction out of
            Botchan’s outspokenness and defiance of the rules.

        Names, especially nicknames, play an
            important role in this novel. Botchan’s real name is never mentioned. The one
            character with a real name that carries a clear symbolic value is the maid Kiyo
            (‘Pure’), whose simplicity, naïveté, and unwavering devotion to
            Botchan are all explicitly linked to the values of the feudal society in which she was
            raised, and implicitly contrasted with the constant change and crass careerism of modern
            times.

        The nicknames that Botchan gives to his
            colleagues at the school seem to be among the novel’s most pleasing and memorable features for Japanese readers, who undoubtedly enjoy
            comparing them with the names that they came up with for their own teachers, and are
            also probably delighted to see a teacher getting in on the game himself. Each of these
            names carries some kind of specific association in Japanese, so a bit of explanation may
            be helpful.

        Botchan’s nickname for the Principal
            is Tanuki, an animal that resembles a raccoon but is commonly translated as
            ‘badger’; in Japanese folklore it is known as a wily creature with the
            ability to deceive or bewitch humans.

        The Assistant Principal’s nickname is
            taken from the red flannel shirt that he habitually wears, an emblem of his aspiration
            to adopt a ‘modern’ way of life, or more precisely to affect some of the
            flashier accessories of modernity in an ultimately vain effort to conceal the hypocrisy,
            pettiness, and deviousness of his deeper nature.

        Redshirt’s sidekick, the art teacher
            Yoshikawa, is dubbed Nodaiko, a term that referred to flunkey-like entertainers who
            attached themselves to parties of pleasure seekers and provided a range of
            mood-enhancing services including flattery, jesting, and cajolery as the merrymakers
            wended their way from teahouse to restaurant to Kabuki playhouse to brothel. Since there
            is no term for this occupation in English (although real-life specimens undoubtedly do
            exist), the rather unsatisfactory approximation Hanger-on is used in the translation in
            the hope that it will convey at least a little sense of the frivolous and parasitic
            associations of the original.

        The pasty-faced English teacher Koga becomes
            Uranari Hyōtan, a pale, puffy squash that grows at the end of a vine that has lost
            most of its vitality; while this seems to be another of Botchan’s unflattering
            characterizations, he soon develops a deep respect for this hapless figure as one of the
            few examples of a man of integrity, a true gentleman, among his colleagues.

        Botchan’s pugnacious fellow
            mathematics teacher, Hotta, sports a bristly haircut and is assigned the nickname
            Yamaarashi (Porcupine). This is a creature without the clear-cut legendary associations
            of the Tanuki, but it suits Hotta’s prickly, unyielding personality neatly.

        Finally, there is the Madonna, the
            novel’s only female character of consequence other than Kiyo. Her name, like
            Kiyo’s, evokes a vision of idealized purity, but in her case the label proves to
            be all too ironic; in contrast to Kiyo’s simple but strongly rooted virtues, the
            undeserved application of the Western name to this much younger woman suggests the
            fickleness and superficiality that Sōseki found so rampant in the rapidly
            modernizing Japan of his day.

        The location of the school where the bulk
            of the story unfolds is invariably taken to be the city of Matsuyama on the island of
            Shikoku, a former feudal castle town turned provincial capital where Natsume Sōseki
            himself spent a year as a middle school teacher of English. (The students of that era,
            incidentally, spent five years in middle school, so Botchan is only a few years older
            than his students, and physically less imposing than some of them.) The Matsuyama
            dialect is echoed in the speech of the locals in the novel, including the distinctive
            phrase na moshi which Sōseki sprinkles liberally in dialogue passages. The
            city is adjoined by a celebrated hot spring resort, the fictional counterpart of which
            qualifies as one of the very few redeeming features of the place in Botchan’s
            eyes. Despite his many unflattering comments about the backwardness and pettiness of
            provincial life – like his creator, Botchan takes great pride in his identity as
            an Edokko, a feisty, dashing native of the old shogunal capital that was renamed Tokyo
            when it became the seat of the new government in 1868 – Matsuyama’s tourist
            industry goes on capitalizing happily on the novel’s popularity. Sōseki,
            however, is careful never to name the city explicitly. Neither does he specify the war
            whose victorious conclusion is celebrated in Chapter 10;
            it is generally assumed to be the Russo-Japanese War, which ended in 1905, the year
            before Botchan’s first publication.

        J. Cohn
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        From the time I was a boy the reckless
            streak that runs in my family has brought me nothing but trouble. Once when I was in
            elementary school I jumped out of one of the second-story windows and I couldn’t
            walk for a week. Some people might wonder why I’d try such a daredevil stunt.
            It’s not as if there was any special reason. I was just sticking my head out of a
            window in the new school building one day, and one of my classmates started making fun
            of me and saying that even though I acted tough I was really a sissy and I would never
            jump out that window. When the school custodian carried me home on his back, my old man
            was furious and said that he couldn’t believe that somebody couldn’t walk
            just because they’d jumped out of a second-story window. I told him that next time
            I tried that jump I’d walk away from it.

        I had a nice imported knife that one of my
            relatives had given me, and once when I was holding it up to the sun to show my friends
            how shiny the blade was, one of them said that it was shiny all right but it probably
            wouldn’t cut anything. I told him that it would cut through anything just fine and
            if he didn’t believe me I would prove it. He dared me to try cutting my finger
            with it, so I said all right, just watch, and cut a diagonal slice across my right
            thumb. Luckily it was just a small knife and the bone was good and hard, so that thumb
            is still attached to my hand, but the scar will be there until the day I die.

        About twenty paces from the east side of our
            house we had a little vegetable patch with a chestnut tree standing right in the middle.
            Those chestnuts meant more to me than life itself. When they started to get ripe I would
            be out the back door as soon as I woke up to pick them up so I could
            take them to eat at school. The yard on the west side of our garden belonged to a
            pawnbroker called Yamashiro-ya. He had a son named Kantarō who was about thirteen.
            Kantarō was a sissy, of course, but he used to climb over the wood-and-bamboo fence
            and steal our chestnuts. One evening I hid out in the shadows by the gate and finally
            caught him at it. He saw that I’d cut off his escape route, so he jumped me with
            everything he had. He was two years older than me, and even though he was a sissy he was
            strong. He tried to butt me in the chest with that big flat head of his, but all he
            managed to do was get it stuck in the sleeve of my kimono. I couldn’t use my arm
            with his head stuck in my sleeve, so I just kept waving it around while his head flopped
            back and forth with it. When he couldn’t take it any more he bit into my arm. That
            really hurt, so I pushed him against the fence and then I tripped him up and threw him
            over. Yamashiro-ya’s property was six feet lower than our garden. Kantarō
            took a chunk out of the fence as he dropped back over into his own territory with a
            pathetic moan. My sleeve got torn off as he fell, so I could finally move my arm again.
            When my mother went over to apologize that night, she managed to get the sleeve
            back.

        That wasn’t all – I got into
            lots of other trouble as well. There was the time when I got together with Kane-kō
            the carpenter’s son and Kaku the fish peddler’s son and wrecked old
            Mosaku’s carrot patch. He had left some straw spread out on a piece of ground
            where the carrots hadn’t all come up yet, so the three of us used it as a sumo
            ring. We wrestled there for hours, and by the time we were through the carrots were all
            trampled flat. Another time I plugged up the water pipe in the Furukawas’ rice
            paddy. They had a thick tube of hollowed-out bamboo buried deep in the ground with water
            coming out of it to irrigate the rice plants. I didn’t know what it was there for,
            and one day I stuffed the opening full of rocks and twigs until the water stopped coming
            out. Later, when I was back home eating dinner, old Mr Furukawa burst in. He was yelling
            so hard he turned red in the face. As I recall, my parents had to pay him some money to
            make up for it.

        My old man never showed any fondness for me, and
            my mother always favored my older brother. His face was so pale it was creepy, and he
            liked to act out scenes from Kabuki plays – especially the female roles. Every
            time the old man laid eyes on me he’d tell me that I’d never amount to much.
            My mother would tell me I was so rough that she worried about what would become of me.
            Well, it’s true that I never have amounted to much. When you look at how things
            have turned out, it’s no wonder that she was worried. I have managed to stay out
            of jail so far, but that’s about as much as I can say for myself.

        When my mother was sick, only two or three
            days before she died, I bumped against the stove while I was doing somersaults in the
            kitchen and bruised my ribs. It hurt like hell. My mother was furious and said that she
            never wanted to see my face again, so I went off to stay at a relative’s place.
            Then the news came that she was dead. I never thought she would die so soon. If she was
            that sick, I really should have behaved better than I did. When I got home, my brother
            told me that I was a disgrace to the family and that it was because of me that Mother
            had died so quickly. I was so upset I smacked him in the face, which only got me into
            even more trouble.

        After my mother died, I went on living with
            the old man and my brother. The old man was the kind of guy who never did anything
            himself, but all he had to do was catch sight of you and he’d be telling you how
            you were no good at all. I still can’t figure out why he thought that way. One
            thing was for certain: I had a real character for an old man. My brother wanted to
            become a businessman and was always studying English. Anyway, he had that feminine
            streak and he was a sneak, so we didn’t get along. Every ten days or so we’d
            get into a fight. One time when we were playing chess he caught me with a really sneaky
            move and then sat there gloating and rubbing it in while I squirmed. I was so mad that I
            grabbed one of the pieces and threw it at him. It hit him right between the eyes, hard
            enough to draw blood. He went to tell on me to the old man, who announced that he was
            going to disinherit me.

        I figured that I was going to be
            disinherited just like he said and that was all there was to it, but then Kiyo, the old
            woman who had been our maid for the last ten years, appealed to him in
            tears, and he finally cooled down. Even with all this, though, I wasn’t
            particularly scared of the old man. Mainly I felt sorry for Kiyo. According to the
            stories I heard she was supposed to be from a respectable family, but when the shogunate
            was overthrown she was left with nothing and ended up having to work as a servant.
            That’s why she was just a humble old woman now. I don’t know what kind of
            karmic link there was between the two of us, but for some reason she was tremendously
            fond of me. It was really amazing. My mother had had enough of me three days before she
            died … the old man never had any use for me at all … and everybody
            in the neighborhood thought I was just a little good-for-nothing and wouldn’t have
            anything to do with me … but this one old woman was absolutely crazy about me.
            I had already come to the conclusion that I wasn’t the kind of person that anybody
            could like and it didn’t bother me at all if people treated me as if I was just a
            block of wood, which only made me wonder all the more why Kiyo fussed over me the way
            she did. Sometimes when she was in the kitchen and nobody else was around, she would
            praise me for having what she called ‘a fine, upstanding character.’ I had
            no idea what she meant, though. I figured that if I really had such a fine character,
            other people should be treating me a little better. Whenever Kiyo said something like
            that, I’d tell her that I couldn’t stand being flattered. Then she’d
            say that it just showed how fine my character really was, and gaze at me adoringly. She
            seemed to be taking pride in some version of me that she’d created all by herself.
            There was something almost creepy about it.

        Kiyo grew even fonder of me after my mother
            died. Sometimes in my child’s heart I wondered why. I didn’t appreciate it
            and wished she would put a stop to it. I thought it was pathetic. She kept right on
            spoiling me, though. Sometimes she would take her own spending money and buy me various
            kinds of sweets. On cold nights she’d slip out and buy some buckwheat flour and
            after I’d gone to bed she’d come in and leave a steaming bowl of gruel by my
            pillow. There were even times when she’d buy me a pot of hot noodle stew. And it
            wasn’t just food, either: socks, pencils, notebooks – I got
            all kinds of presents from her. Another time – this was much later – she
            even gave me three yen and told me it was a loan. It wasn’t as if I had asked her
            to lend me any money. She just brought it to my room and said that it must be hard for
            me without any spending money, so I should take it and use it to get something I wanted.
            I told her that I didn’t need it, of course, but she insisted that I should take
            it, so that’s what I did, and actually I was very glad to have it. I put the three
            one-yen bills in a purse, stuck it in my kimono – and then went off to the toilet,
            where I managed to drop it right down the hole. There was nothing I could do except come
            slinking back and explain to Kiyo what had happened. She immediately went and found a
            bamboo pole and told me that she’d fish it out for me. After a while I heard the
            sound of splashing water by the well, and when I went to see what was happening, there
            she was with the cord of my purse hanging from the tip of the pole, trying to rinse it
            off. When we opened it up, the bills were all faded and the paper was stained a brownish
            color. Kiyo dried them off over the hibachi and gave them back to me, saying that they
            should be all right now. I took a sniff. It was pretty bad, and I told her so. She said
            I should give them to her and she’d change them for me, and somehow or other she
            managed to get them exchanged for three silver one-yen coins. I can’t remember
            what it was that I bought with those coins. I told her that I’d pay her back soon,
            but I never did. Now I wish I could pay her back ten-fold, but it’s not possible
            any longer.

        When Kiyo gave me these presents she would
            always be careful to choose times when the old man and my brother were not around. Now,
            there’s nothing I hate more than getting something all to myself behind everybody
            else’s back. It’s true that I didn’t get along with my brother, but
            that doesn’t mean that I enjoyed being given sweets and colored pencils without
            his knowing about it. I asked Kiyo why she was always giving me stuff but never gave my
            brother anything. She replied with a straight face that our father would buy things for
            him, so he didn’t need any presents from her. This wasn’t really fair. The
            old man was hard-headed all right, but he wasn’t the kind to play favorites like
                that. I guess it seemed that way to Kiyo, though. She must have been
            absolutely crazy about me. Even though she came from a good family, she had no education
            at all, so what could I do? That’s not all there was to it, either. The kind of
            devotion she had for me was downright scary. She was absolutely certain I was going to
            have a glorious career and become a wonderfully distinguished man. My brother, on the
            other hand, had nothing going for him but his fair complexion, and would never amount to
            anything as far as she was concerned. She had simply convinced herself that people she
            liked were sure to be big successes, and people she didn’t like were bound to
            fail, and there was absolutely no way you could talk her out of these notions. At that
            time I didn’t have any particular ideas about what I was going to do with my life.
            But because Kiyo kept insisting that I was going to be somebody important, I gradually
            began to feel it might be true. It seems ridiculous when I think about it now. Once I
            actually asked her what she thought I would become, but it turned out that she
            didn’t seem to have any more of an idea than I did. All she was certain of was
            that I’d travel around town in my own private rickshaw and get myself a house with
            a magnificent entrance.

        What’s more, Kiyo had a notion that
            once I was on my own and had that house, she should come and join me there. Over and
            over, she asked me to let her live with me. I myself had come to believe that I’d
            manage to end up with a house of my own somehow, so I told her I’d take her in.
            She had a tendency to let her imagination run wild, though, and sometimes she’d
            ask me whether I thought Kōjimachi was a more suitable neighborhood than Azabu, or
            tell me that it would be nice if we put a swing in the yard, or that one Western-style
            room would be plenty, as if she was getting it all planned out in advance. In those days
            I didn’t have the least interest in things like owning a house. Western-style or
            Japanese, it wasn’t something that I had any use for, so whenever Kiyo started in
            on her fantasies I would tell her that I didn’t want any of that grand stuff. Then
            she would praise me again, saying that it just showed how unselfish I was, what a pure
            heart I had. No matter what I said, she could always find some reason to praise me for
            it.

        We went on living this way for five or six years
            after my mother died, with me getting chewed out by the old man, getting into fights
            with my brother, and getting sweets and compliments from Kiyo. I never wished for
            anything more; things were fine with me just the way they were, and I figured that this
            must be more or less the way it was for other kids as well. Still, Kiyo kept telling me
            what a poor, unfortunate boy I was, and eventually I came to believe that I really was
            as unfortunate as she said. Other than that there was nothing that bothered me at all,
            except that the old man would never give me any pocket money.

        In January of the sixth year after my
            mother’s death, the old man had a stroke and died. That April I graduated from a
            private middle school, and in June my brother graduated from his business school. He
            took a job with some company, and was assigned to their office in Kyushu. I still had to
            finish my education in Tokyo. My brother announced that he was going to sell off the
            house and all our parents’ possessions before heading off to Kyushu. I told him he
            could do whatever he wanted as far as I was concerned. No matter what, I didn’t
            want to feel beholden to him for anything. And even if he did try to take care of me, I
            knew that he wouldn’t miss a chance to use it against me when we got into a
            quarrel, which we were bound to do sooner or later anyway. I wasn’t about to bow
            down to a brother like him just so I could get whatever help he might be willing to give
            me
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