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(Sakanaya)

By KAKOI Fumio, a boy from Nishiki Lower Midddle School, 3" year (9*
school year), Nishiki-chd, Kuna-gun, Kumammoto Prefecture.

Mother was preparing supper. She sald 1o me, as I was siting on a chair in the
Kitchen, “Fianio, we've g0t a lot to do tomorrow. If you've time, ‘d you come
and help? There's a large order for hachimori [sea and mountain food dishes].”
“bm. But I'm busy tomorrow,” Mother sighed, “Well, tha's 00 bad. Miam and.
Dad may nof et fnished alone.” Mother's tired voice echoed in my ears, her
biter smile engraved iselfin my eyes.

1 el ashamed, as 1 had lid 10 mother. Jus lke a lnle child, I had thought of
some excuse 10 get away from what [ dicn't like 10 do. Surely I was row almost
Jully grown-up. I decided 0 go along, do what was demanded and learn the
hardship of work

Eyes fixed on the ground. my mind worked. Half apologizing I then said 10
‘mother, “I'll go along after al. Though I realy had oiher things to do. I was
Sounding rather self mportant, but was happy 1 had said what 1 had. A I had
led 1o mother 1 decided that my effort would b that miich harder next day.

Next morning I climbed ito mother's car. Mother was in a rush and made me
hurry. 1 iyt see anpling o father. Asking where he was, mother told me he
had It before 1 went on my sis-o'clock newspaper delivery round. Even on
Stndaysfather almost never gets  rest. He and mother work day afte day and.
don'treiurn il e

1 have no brothers and only one sister, who stil goes lo elementary school
Therefore I have 1o be tenacious, work hard and do what I can 10 mae I for
my parents a lte easier. 1 have to learn the hardship of work with my whole
body. Such were my thoughts as I rode along, sitting next to mother i the car.
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was given an apron. 1 had already come here (0 help when in lower middle
school, but at tha time the apron had been far 10 large. Afier I entered lower
secondary school I sl came from tim 10 time, but never had done work yet for
which I needed. an apron. Now, however, the apron was necessary, and I had
grown 0 a size where it just fited me. I reflected upon the fact that I had at last
reached an age where I could do the same kind of work as a grown-up.

As all tis was going through my mind I went 0 mother, who was already hard.
at work, and asked, “Now, what d’ you wani me to do?” I spoke in a vigorous
tone, and tried 10 sound as cheerful as possible. “Ah, I see, well, ‘d you do
this?" Mother probably imagined I didn't[really] like helping, as she sounded a
bitsurprised. True, 1 didn't, but seeing mother hard at work it was impossible 1o
say so.

The irst ting mother told me o do wastake  pair of pinchers and pull praws
off he skewers oo which they were fxed from head to tail. | waiched mother
st A, casy,easy! You'l just e fnished,”she said aughingy. 1 st fo work
withou the pinchers,iying 10 o the job ith my fingers. Tat did work a L.
With the pinchers, however, 1 did't succeed eiher. The skewer only came out
afer s a lot o fore, a1 ended up squcesing he prawn 50 hard i jus el
10 piece. Sothat prawn was for m 1 ea.

1 had never et given a thought about the fact that this job nesded s0 much
strengih and dexterity, Mother showed me again how to do't. Using my strength
the way she showed me | pulled the skewer siowly out. Thi time I managed well.

1 began to feel contont and pulled outskewer afierskewer, Soon my arms started.
o ache. Again and again I thought about asking mother 10 let me do something
else. However, I tuck 0 my strenuous job until a ast it was completed.

1 washed my hands. The water was cold and felt good. In wirer, though, such
cold water must be really painfu. Coming io think of i, futher and moer’s
hands are rosibitien and all red and swollenin winter. It Farts only t0 see tose
hands. And as they always wear boots, their feet are covered with blsers,
besides being all fastbitten too. I winir nights they keep saing, “Oh, [y feet]
itch!” and they scraich and scraich o apply some ointment. A3 I have never
een frastbitten or had bisters yet, | cannot fathom how painfl that mst .
But Fam, at least, aware [now] how hard [my parents"work] i
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“What 1 1 do mest?", 1 asked mther, who was silenly gettng on. * d you
ow disribute ihis onto 12 dishes?” she said, bringing a packet ful of
Vegetables that apparently had been tuned in oi. I was ot ai all good at
proparing dishes and had abvays evaded this task when I had t0 help with e
Sehiool linch. Bus now there was no excuse, and 1 did what [ was told. When I
e fished, he dishes appeared awilly uniidy. Mothe looked. and laughed.

Feeiing anmoyed 1 exclaimed, "I’ difficull” and then wanted 1o know, “What
next?”

Next came fiying, 1 hated frying. The oil keeps jumping into one's face, and as
Uhat hurts | had 1o be terribly careful. As soon asihe object to b fried was in the
oil 1 leaped, dodged an led from the fying pan. After much ado, [however], [
‘ot through with my task.

1 began to feel quite exhausted, being on my legs the whole time. So I sat down
‘ona chair nearby and took  rest. That did good. 1 was amazed how relaxing it
Could be just to sit down. Here I was, stll young and already that tired, yet
Jfather and mother just kept on working:

With a feeling of admiration I was watching my parents at work when mofher
came towards me, laughing. 1/elt I was in for the next nasty task. And o it was.
Mother asked me to do whai 1 least of all waned to. “If you've @ moment’s
lime", she said, “knead the wasabi [Rorseradish].” “OhI" I turned my face
away, took bowl and horseradish into my hands and [sarted to] mix the radish
‘withthe proper amoun of water and flou, using chopsticks. No sooner had I set
1o work when mother said, "Go owside. If you do this here your eyes will soon
beginto hurt.”

1 immediately went outide 10 knead. “I'll make you a good wasabi [pasie]”, [
though, ptting all my energy into what I was doing, bu soon my arm began to
ache. So 1 changed hards and [went on] kneading with my lef. At least bvice |
hanged round again, but now [the wasabi] started stinging in the nose. I went
on Ineading with my face turned away. It didn't help. [the wasabi] kept on
Stinging. And yet I continued. It stung more and more. I couldn't keep my eyes
open. Refusing o give up I went on kneading. Finall the tears came. As they
Irickled down my cheeks I held my face up iowards the sky. The stinging in my.
ose turned 10 pain. And. yet my hans did't give up. 1 was determined to make
a good wasabi [paste]. ] paused for moment, and then went on again. [Finally]
mother's voice came, “Fumio, fine now." “Nng". I said, quickly umed the
paste another five or si times and wen inside.
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There was fther talking to a customer. “We don't have very much o offer, I'm
faid,” he said, “we had such a big order today, I'm really sorry. But do look
i another day.” Father came back swilly and, turning the tap. he gave me a
‘glanco Just as 1 was standing there with the bowl in my hands. “dh, you've
Jinished * He said, "Wellthen, eh, ¢'nwe have you cu he ih into fine lices?”

1 was startled and said loudly, *1 wouldn't know how!” Father laughed, “Don’t
Wworry, course you're able t0.” With that he handed me the lrge ltfe. The fish
\was bying ready on the board. I watched as mother slced it horizontally, then
mitated her. Applying the loife 1 el teribly tense. Yet I did't hesitate and
went ahead. [Carefuly] 1 cut two o three slices, afier that i all went easily. I
Jfelt relieved when T had finished, but then noticed that the sices I had cut all
Varied in thiclness and were most unsightly. Though I had been ma 10 do this
job several times I was hardly familiar with it and stll a long way from being.
‘able 10 cut [fish] nicely. 1 felt omehow that mother and faiher were [now] in @
pitiable situation. But moiher said with a smiling face, "That's al right. Well
onie. Anyway, it’s linch time, go over there and have something 10 eat."

Patting me on the back mother handed me a lunch-box; 1 grabbed it and ram off
1o the resting place. There I took out a bail of movlded rice and began 10 devour
it It was good. [Really] good, lthough nothing more than rice wrapped in nori
{edible algae]. Soon mother came. Stting down she gave a tired sigh,joined me
‘and had a ball too

That day everything had gone well, and after work we retuned home. At supper
Jather said, *We really had hard work today. But it was a great help that Fimio.
‘came.” “Mn", I said and asked back, “Are you always that busy?" "Mm,
Sometimes.” “Then, if you have to work that hard you must probably earn quite
a bit?" “Ng, we do, but things just won't work out as we'd like them to.” “Him.”
Listening o father 1 dic' [at all] fee ike laughing, and silenly went upsiairs.

1lay down and let today's work go through my mind. I had gof fo know how
Sfather and mother toiled, and my first foeling was that of swrprise at how hard a
Ife they were leading. With allther energy they work for us. My own hardships
are nothing in comparison. No wonder, 1 thought, they came home in the
evening exclaiming, "What a day! What a day!”

In future I shall see that I old up the laundry and clear away after meas. I'm
also going to study a bit harder, so tha [my parenis] have o need to worry.
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As 1 was reflecting on all this I became filled with the feeling of having (0
herish my parents. I ran downstairs, jus said “I'l come'n help again!”, and
went 10 take my bath. “Min, we're glad I you do," the reply could be heard
right to the bathroom. With the sound of this reply [in my cars] I slowly lowered
myselfinto the water.

(Amaete ita walashi)

By ABE Tomoni,a grl from Noda Lower Middie School, 2 year (8" school
‘yeas), Fukushima City, Fukushima Prefecture,

“Mother!! Sorry, but would you post ths card for me?” I asked in a hurry, just
as 1 was leaving for school. "dll right. Put it on the table,” answered moiher,
who was just doing the dishes. “Well then, don't forget! Bye bye!” I said in my
usual loud voice as I opened the front door. “Uwah I's snowing and snowing,
and i’ cold!”

There yesterday the smow had at ast all melied, and now it is snowing again,
densely and heavily. I walked where the snow had piled p s0 as not 0 sip and
Jfall.

School finished after 5* lesson, and as I set ut for home the snow was lying 5
entimetres thick. And sl it was snowing. Today there were no club activites,
0. was able to return earlier than usual. Since 1 disliked waking alone along
the street I took the bus. Caught benween tall children from elementary school I
Jelt like in a gorge, and streiching my neck I sill could hardly see ouide.
Gazing at the endless snow I thought to myself. < Ahl Mother has posied my
card. Terrble f it had't gone off todayl> <But if she hasn'?ll Where I
absolutely wan that towel and the training suit [with the design] by Honda
Keiko?> <Bua 1 told mother so distinctly this morning, so everything's all right
Yes> I convinced myselfall on my own. Meamshile the bus had arrived at the
endstop Kayaba. The snow was sill wo, three centimeters decper here. My lft
Joot hurt as my shoe rubbed, so 1 purposely limped a b

“I'm back!" [ called] in a deiberately loud voice, [as | entered the front door].
As mother used 10 work at an assembly plant for cameras she used never to be at
home at such an early hor. But now she was there, and when I thought of it I
sensed a feeling of joy. That is why I alled s0 loudly. “Welcomel You're early
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loday?1” “Mim, we had no club actvities* I wen to my room, dragging my bag
behind me. There | dumped it in the corner] and hung up my school uriform.
<What was that?> The card that mother was supposed o send off was lying on
the table.

“Mother!/l Did you post my card?” I asked, even though I could see that she
ad's <1 wonder what mother willsay> I waited for her answer as  hurriedly
changed. [But] there was no answer.

“Mother, if I call youl” The card had ot been posied Neiher did mother
amswer. 5o 1 began 1 fee furious. A lat mother said in uite an ordinary tone
of voice, "L haven't been to Unetsu oday,so I 't past your card." She said
it without any trace of emotion. Unietsu is the name of a shop nearby, and the
post offce is 100 metres further on. <Mother spent the whole day at home, so
she really could have found time 1o post my card, one would think > Wild rage
rase inside me and I thumped loudly into the Kitchen. *1t would have surely been

st 10 go over there and give up my card!” I said, and thumped back
even more violently into my room, There | just sat down on the carpet.

<Now I'm sure it’s 0o late, I've missed the deadine. And there I absolutely
wanted that training sui!> Big tears cam. Lately 1 begin o cry about ever so
smal @ thing. <Surely there’s no need (0 cry now,> I thought, but the tears
rolled down, one afir the other. [There I was,] ina teribly cold le room 4 %
matslarge, eyes full oftears, in @ temper, and thinking;

Perhaps 1 should't say “tinking”, it was rather more like thoughis bubbling
up o their own in my chest. <And thre I asked mother properly this morning,
“Because 1 haven't been to Unets” she says, by hat she had totaly forgotten!
I'm sure> As this went through my mind I grew 50 angry 1 el 1 had 10 chole.
<But perhaps, at i's mother, sh realy hd forgotten... Nol 1 shan't fogive Fer
Aferal,yesterday...> 1 [began to] ecall last might. Jus befre goirg (0 sieep |
had realized that the deadline for the contest was close and thought 0 myself,
<Ah, good 1 remembered! 1 nearly missed the [he deaine]. Good I'm sil in
time.> With a feling o elef 1 the sayed up lae especially to write that card.
o 'd hadlss steep [han usual].

<Wel,of course I st ake some blame onto myself for having forgotien abou
th deadline. But i the card had gone of today it would have been n time> 1
Jumped wp. <1t may be cold here, bu 1 don't want 10 go to e living-room
where th Kotatsu foot-warmer iable] s To get there 'd have io pass hrough
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the Kitchen. And then I certainly could't evade meeting mother. No! only not
meet motherl>

That moment I remembered the warm air fan that I shared with my brother.
<That's it, Il turn on the fan. Oh no, is it in brother s room?! That diot. What
am I going 10 do now?> I sat down again. <Why should I have o hide in my
room? Why?! I've done nothing wrong...> Suddenly 1 el strong. I siood up
quickly and went 0 the door. There I waited a moment. <Now!> I said to myself
and rushed to the lving-room withou Iooking at mother. I got here inles thar
3 seconds, yet this time seemed endiess ~ 1 fot as if I had been made to stand
before mother.

[Once i the living-room; 1 slid the door quickly shu and fltrelieved. And a
great big sigh escaped. 1 plugged i the elecric cable, crept 50 far under the
Jootwarmer tabl that only my head siuck oui, and started o] play one of my
Javorie TV games, “Donkey Kong”. If you are able 1o solve three situtions,
hen the gorilla fulls down and the princess can be rescued. However, I didn't
enjoy the game as 1 usually do. So 1 gave up almost immediately and siared at
e celing. The anger of before found s way back nto my feclings.

“Yesterday I did what I could to get that card written...” I thought I had said
that in my mind. yot my grumbling Kept coming from my mouth. 1 was just
talking to myself, but hearing myself I thought, “What an idiot I am geting 50
Jurious about such a tifing mater.” This calmed me down a ltle, and 1 looked
‘outide. Or the concrete wal the snow had piled up 1o more than 0 centimeire.
Heavily it lay on the branches of the tres father had planted. And still it was
smowing.

<t has bean smowing since his morning, I’ time tsopped. Come lo tink o .
perhaps mother said 10 herself, “I'll go once the snow has stopped " Yel i is
still smowing, and there's o s that it will sop> 1 found this lne of thinking
made sense. <Of cowrsel 1 for my part would certinly not have ventured ou in
thatsmow just 10 post one singl card > <Uhl I really have been behaving ke a
spoilt child recently! A card like that I could have dropped in the leter box,
there is one right on my way 1o school.>

All this was going through my mind when all of a sudden I heard mother
peacefully humming 10 herself n the Kitchen. “I'm sorry,” I said in a voice so
small that mother could impossibly have heard me. “Tomomill” called mother. [
was suaried. <Did she hear me after all? Impossible.> My heart beat fast
“What's the time?" she asked. “Eh... ten past five." Mother showed no
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disturbed feelings at all. <Thank goodnesst> Looking owtside I saw it was still
snowing. <Ifonly it stopped by tomorrowt>

Watching the srow as it kept coming I relected upon my conduct. There was I,
all by myself, angry and crying just because of a single card. <How stupid |
am> 1 thought, and 1 became aware of myself behaving like a spoilt child
towards mother.

Probably not il schoolchildren throughout Japan wite essays like these.
However, it is noteworthy that collctions of just this kind of essay are careflly
edited, passed out regularly to children and parents, and obtainable in many
bookstores. Obviously they are the focus of a considerable amount of atention
in Japan

To_non-Japanese, schoolchildren's essays are a source of most valusble
information, as they show us Japan from the angle of direct participants in
society. AL the same time they draw our attention to trvialtes often overlooked
but of vital importance to thase whose daily lfe they shape. Through children’s
essays wo may leam that Japanese adolescens have the same impulses a5
adolescents elsewhete, but that they are subjec to specfic patens of reasoning
and ways of perceiving realiy that ae certainly not the same everywhere.

The two essays “The fish dealer” and “T behaving like a spoilt child” were
chosen 10 represent innumerable similar ones depicting the ordinary and,
stylisically,interweaving 3 levels of realty. These are, a) acts exactly a they
were perceived, b) communicative interacton, maialy speech, exactly as it was
perceived, specch invariably being recorded in the local dialct and/or n sub-
standard pronuncistion, and ¢) the process of thought s it developed in relation
tothe reality perceived.

“To place the two essays o context, brief mention may be made of the tie and
contents of a number of other typical essays in similar collectons:

1) “When T forgot my homework”; a description of a wish (0 deceive the
teacher and then of feclings of shame.”
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[image: image9.png]2) “There is 10 reason to b tense”; a description of a fight with the inner elf
10 overcome nervousness.®

3) “My stubborn selP’s a deeripton of how s pupil comes to undertad,
ater vilent inner cotrovesies that being. medioce s not 00
enough !

4) “When I was born"; a pupil's description of her parenis’ flings at the
time of her birth, and  refection upon the reasons of her own existence.

5) “A study of the relationship between pulse and fatigue” this essay is 3
ruly scholarly effor at understanding the functions of ane’s own body.”

‘The examples mentioned so far can, in  wde sense, b classified “Observations
of self". Also T behaving ke a spoilt child” is this category wel,

Anext type of essay would be:

6) “Why T can'tspeak openly to grandmother”; here we find slf-observation
combined with determination to change one's atitude towards someone.
else

7) "My home is a guest-bouse”; a description first of the various types of
work in a guest-house, followed by realization that it is always necessary
to cooperate.®

These two essaysare xamples for “Coming t nderstnd whatself ought 0 be
in rlation to ohers”, “The fish-dealer” prescnd above may be placed n this
category.

In many cases, however, what self ought 1o be is merely implied, while
description concentrates on another person perceived o be dependent in some
way on the writer. Thus in
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8) “Our shop”, a pupi's father finds that times have changed. He fecls
depressed, and therefore becomes dependent on the sympathy, and by
implication on the future fforts,of the essay wriing self.

A similar focus on others may be found in

9) “Towels made in Imabari”, a description of the ambition of one’s township.
and - realization of the importance of everyone doing his specific job”, and

10) “A new beginning after saying good-bye”, where we read bow the
switer's mother  leaves home because father has become an alcoholic and
made debis, and what hardships  mother must go through finding a new.
job®

In 8 contextIess connected with work we also find essays Like

1) “Poor Sugh-ku,the description of & vist 10 2 class comerade whose
father has  died.

As a rule cssays trating the topic of *Self in relation t0 others” emphasize the
worlk context. Sometimes both self and others all but disappear behind vivid
descriptions of work iself. An example is

12) “Helping with th silkworms”, an essay dealing with the discovery of the
pleasure of working.”

13) “Working with the sick” is similar in so far as it also tells of the
experience of very  bard work.”

Finally, mention should also be made of the quite frequent essays dealing with
politcal responsibility n terms of war and peace. Thus.
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implications of  war through th feelings of his grandmother who had actually
suffered”

‘What, we may now wonder, are the circumstances surrounding the writing of
such essays, what are the aims of the teachers in whose classes they originate?

To answer these.questions it comes in handy that many of the essays are
accompanied by short commentaries by a teacher. Sometimes lack of clrity is
crticized, sometimes lack of sincerity. A made up sory i immediatcly dtectcd.
n the gréat majority of cases, however, the pupil is merely praised for having
mastored a partcular passage well. I s from these praising comments that we
can glean quitc a clearpicture of th intended function of an essay.

By the mere fact that almost all essays are measured by how intnse penctraing
observaion has becn (. mi-sumera), t may be concluded that tis aciviy is
ihe single most imporiant ask a pupil must Flfill. And here again i issiking
what great importance i placed on jbun o milsuer, pencrating observation
of e, or, cven more explicty, Jibun o naimen o mitsuners, pencicaing
bscrvaton o the inside o el

‘The emphasis on observing and recalling by means of the act of wriing
naturally leads (0 quite inticatc text, that, as mentioned, balance passages
rendering facts, communication, and thought. A good example is “The fish
dealer” preseated at the beginning o this paper.

“I behaving like a spoilt child” teais the three dimensions Facts,
‘Commanication, and Thought somewha less evealy, as outside.the sphere of
fmner sl almost nothing happes. This is partcularly stiking when Tomomi’s
‘mother is depicted huming away in the Kitchen peacefully (at least to the
outside observer) while Tomomi hersclf is going through the most violent
‘emotions. Quite a similar contrast between the calmness of mother and father
and the violent inner feeling of the write himself could,it will b recalled, also
be seen in “The fish dealer”,

Though many essays deal (0 a large part with the writers self, their general
objctive certainly lies in the development of awareness of “self in relation 1o
others”. Self-obscrvation then is clealy the first step on a path (owards
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understanding, then sympathizing with, and fnally cooperating with others
sricly within the constraints of a given relity.

s the editor's comments point ou, eality st be exprienced with ono's own
whole body. Withou! this experionce Fumio in “The fsh dealer” could never
have become awaro of the fact ha his own emations wers immatur in elation
10 those o his paeats, who, he iscovers, were more poverflly fecling the
constrints of rality than he had been. Thus the second concept in children’s
essay,afe pencrating observation, i fixt-han xpericnce (ap.liken),

It is here that a large number of essays conclude that the most normal and
universal experience of reality is through work. Work, if propesly undecstood
and carefully execated, thus leads to congruence of the inner self with relit,
and in tum t0 true contentedness. At the climax of an essay a writer may the
exclaim, “To work is an enormously satistying feeling” (hataraki no wa iotemo
kimachi ga i).

‘Along thesteps ofself-observation,self-challenge through first hand experience,
and finally undecstanding of what self has to become,the writer takes the facts:
along his (her) own road to maturity as they are. Reproach is limited (o self-
reproach. However, the ovtside world s not seen as perfec, and though “self is
prepared o acoept reality, undercurreats of oppositon are in fact sensed here
and there.

A stiring example is an cssay with the ttl “Fathe who works in Tokyo™™.
Here a gl from Maroran in Hokkaidd tell bow ber fther is sen fom place 1o
plce, ever futhr away from the famly. She desribe ftber's regular phone
cll, e sadnes when eturniag from it o fatber i Tokyo, and ially how
father i his soliude was rapidy becoming an_alooboli. Thercby sho
unmistakably signals t0 the world of adus tha adsptaion t circumsiances
musthave s clear limit,

To end ths fragmentary introduction ito the world o children’s essays let me
turn o the question of what underles such widespread intrest n them in Japan.
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For one thing, as the commentaries o the essays never ire 1o stress,they form
testimonies of growth and maturation (ap. seichd). Thus they are readily
collected and edited s a record and at the same time an encouragemen for
others to seek their own maturation through writing based on_ trthful
bservation and first-hand experience. (Incidentally, one wonders how large
Segment of Japanese writing in general belongs to this category of exercise in
‘maturation, not wanting fo be more, perhaps, than a stimulus for others o do the
same)

Secondly, collecting children's essays is undoubtedly done with an eyo to
teacher training. Published essays therefore usually retain comments critcizing
that a sitution has not been accurately described, orthat the text s not based on
what was truly fel by the wier. Critcism here is not being leveled at a pupil
learning writing as @ communicative art, but a a teacher learning insiruction in
the art of writing as a means of maturation.

Notal eachers in Japan sre equally ambitious in this type of instruction. Many
an essay (which as a rule remains urpublished) is not more than guite a dull
recapitulaion of something seen or done. However, even unambitious teachers
are tied 10 guidelines for the formation of their pupils” personaliy. Accordingly
the teacher's menuals demand training in “stricdy looking reaity in the face”
and “selfreflecion”,and they urge “recogaiton of the value of work” end
“understanding of those on whom one depends™ . Elements reflected in
schoolchildren’s essaysarethus prscribed by the Ministry of Education.

And yet, the teachers who are partcularly ambitious in training thei pupils in
essay writing, and particularly serious in discussing these essays, may not be
entirly in ine with the ams of the ntional curriculum. For instance, the offcial
teacher's manuals demand, besides the points metioned above, also training in
formal manners,readiness to be moved by things sublime, or duty explicily o
the national community.

Inthe collection of essays 1 have looked through, however, not a trace of thesc:
last mentioned points s found. On the other hand, time and again we come.
across opics hardly dealt with in an ordinary school curriculum, for instance the
implication of war (especially WW I, the hardships of people near the bottom
end of the social lsdder, or questions pertaining o financial difficulies, debis,
divorce or alcoholism.
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No doubt there s a political dimension i the aims of those who most zealously
try to lead children to maturty through writing wnd cncourage silent
controversies between self and reality. A glance at the hisory of these efforts
during the last 60 years would prove ths”,

Quite part from any politcal aspect, however, the essays produced form
amazing documents of disciplned observation and reflection, and display an
astonishing capabilty 10 recall close interaction not only with ofhers but also
‘with one’s own aler cgo. Morcover, being based o the ideal of ruthfulness as
the sole way towards real maturiy, these very private essays give us valusble
insights into reality s it i seen by children — by persons not obsessed with
explaiing Japan.

(Originally published in: Formanek, Suzanne and Linhart, Sepp (Bds.): Japanese
Biographies: Life Histories, Life Cycles, Life Stages. Wien (Verlag der
Oesterreichischen Akademie der Wisscnschaften), 1992, p. 43-56.)
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By ONUMA Naoki,  boy from Ibaragi-ken, Niihari-gun, Tamari-mura,
2% year middle school

“Translated from: Nion Sakubun 10 kai [Circle for [the Development and Study
of] Essey Writing in apan (ed.): Nenkan Nikon Jids Seito Bunshishi 1999
[Yearbook of Japanese Schoolchildsen's Prose and Poetry), Tokyo (Yuri
‘Shuppan), 1999, p.186-189.

“Ping:paoong”. Al of a sudden the interphone bell ang. | opened the front door,
and there stood Bunaki and Kikuchi. It was 8 o'clock. My two friends had come
atsuch an early hour because we were 10 0o practcal professional training today.
‘The Ishioka supermarket a1 Tkoda, that's where we (jbun ="seIF") were going
to work. We had chosen this place [because of] the importance of attending
customers (sekkyaku), and in order to understand the [real] meaning of work
(shigoto).

We put on our aprons, felin very worrid (f'ar). The first hing we had 0 do
was to arrange the goods for sale, We didt know what wea wher, so we kept
eling more and more worrid (fcan). What wo couldn't antiipate at tht tme.
however, was that at the end of the day these feclings of worry (ian) would
m int pleasure. We asked the shop asisant, Ms. Otsuki, where (0 put the
{various] goods. After somehow getting through with this job the noxt thing was
o wipe the windows. I had wiped windows many times before, 50 1 el (ki-
moch) “Ok, 'm sure T can do that". However, window.-wiping it ceranly was,
but those windows were so large you coulda' really cll them windows. It was.
impossibl to do the job without using adders.

As (1 was wiping those windows) I noticed (ki-zuita) that a strange sense of
fulfilment had strted to grow inside self Gibun). 1 knew that the intense
feelings of worry (f'a) 1 had so far were turning into self-confidence (ishin). It
appeared 10 me (K ga shite ki) that now | was ready 10 actively perform my
tasks of my own accord (mizukara susunde). 1 stared to feel immensely happy
about such a self (ibun).

When tis was finshed they let me take a break (iorasee kurea) for sbout 15
‘minuts. Those 15 minutcs passed in an insiani. Then, retuming (0 work, |
readily (susunde) went to ask M. Otsuki, “What job do you wat me 10 do
next?" He eplied, “T'm afaid there is not much eft 1 do now”, and b really
scemed at 3 loss. “Anything will b all ight’ I said fsmly this time, “Well, e
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answered, “perhips we'll have you (e morad ka)arange the box unches o-
bentoY", When 1 herd him ultr the word “dificult”, feclings (k-moch) of
worry (i'an) blurted my head. Bu (i the same maner as] 1 had wiped the
windows before, 1 of my own sccord (mizukara susunde) went ahead and
{acklod this job. Thus I succeeded in seting up a targe, and ths gave me back 8
irm fecling (k o forinaos).

“[You'll fnd] alabel on the boxes with a number on it Those with the number 3
are old boxes, 0 take these out and put them into the basket. Those with the
numbers 1 and 2 on them are tll fresh, so they'l be allright. Then place new
lunch boxes into the spaces where you removed the [old] ones. As [this work]
has 4 lot o do with the trustworthiness of the store (0-mise no shinyd), do it
casefully! (ki o trukete yaite ne).”

Reflecting (omou) upon how important a job must be upon which “the
trustworthiness of the store (o-mise no skinyd)" rets, 1 set 10 work. L fixed my
gaze on the numbers and slowly went through [all the boxes] from one end to
the other,  repeated [my check] several times. 1 don’t know why, but I realized
(wakaru) that  flt & sense of relief every time the number 3 it my cye.

‘e tension (inchd) with which  performed tisjob was ot rleased once unil
1 hd fnished, and 1 took greatcare over 0 ouch the wrapping of the bores
“Oh, be carefll", 1 suddenly heard someone say behind my back. It was M.
Otk “This b comss int this refigeated shelf averhere. Tho shlves may
all ook the same, but e temperaurs vy, you Know:”

L had not been aware of that. 1 had thought that there was no difference among
them, so 1 paid absolutely 1o atiention (ki ni fomeru) [t their temperatur].
“Why didn't he tell me that from the very beginning?”, 1 thought, and began (o
feel (ki-moch) e annoyed. But afer some introspection (hanse) [ saw that]
selfs (ibun) mistake was sclfs (ibur) mistake, and 50 I soon picked up my
spirits again (ki 0 orinaosu) and got on with my work.

‘Then, quite unexpectedly, Mr. Otsuki said, “When you have finished with that,
we'll have you (yatte morau yo) come (o the cash register” What? Really? My
feelings (ki-moch) now 1 don't know (wakaru) how to describe. T don't know
whether 1 was overjoyed, or whether 1 felt [the situation] 1o be extremely
unpleasant. Anyway, I saw that the movement of my hands was beginning to get
slower [and slower] (ukkuri) and took notce (K ga suita) of elf's (jibun) trve
feelings (honshin), which told me, “Try t keep going with thi job (placing the
lunch boxes in the shelves) as long as you only can. I don't really want to work.
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at the cash register” Just  few minutes latr T had completed the work [ was
doing. 1 was called to the cash register. [ could feel selfs (ibun) feet grow
heavier and heavier s 1 headed in that direction.

“Not" [Again] T pressed the wrong button. How many times had 1 done that
aready! “Won't such [mistakes] cause the customers to have unpleasant feclings
ukaikan)?" 1 thought, and was completely filled with feelings (ki-moc) of
worry (Aan). But then M. Otsuki said, “Well, 'l play the customer for you,
check me out, will you? Gutte mi nay’. To be fraak, I really flt relieved. Mr.
Otsuki took 3 box of cigaretes and protended 10 be buying it. With awkward
‘movements 1 scanned the bar code and pressed the necessary button for the
price, the tax and the date. My hands shook. But i the eod [the michine] gave
ot the receipt. Luckily!! T took a deep breath. My hands were wet through (ase),
and T felt as if my heart were wet through (ase) 0.

‘Also Bunak and Kikuchi appear (0 have leart to operate the cash register, Mr.
Ousuki said, “You can slowly think sbout funch now. Take a juice and
‘whichever box lunch you would like and go and have your meal (e e tabete
)" "Wonderful®, 1 thought, 8 1 chose the meal [ wanted and headed for the
office. Al three of us sat the whole weight of our ired-out bodies down onto
chais. There we gave a big sigh. A sense of achievement that can hardly be
described drited through the space in which three human beings were. To be.
having one's lunch in such a space was something quite special.

“How pleasant I'd like to do more!” t came out of Bunaki al of a sudden. Ha?
For & moment L was strled. Myself ibun), T had, unl oday, been holding
quite wrong conceptions about what work actually meat. I had been under the
impression that our jbun ="sclfs") parets reluctanly went o their ofices for
the sole purpose of geting money. However, if I think about l, [work] means
more than that. That i th fecing (ki-moch) T have now. At the same time I [sec]
that I was able o experience [iue] pleasure at working. It s like when we go to
school - doing one and the same thing, but doing it with pleasure  took note of
(ki-zuite) these things now for he first e, I began o feel how stupid self
(ibun) had been to have such a bissed understanding of work. T hd the feling
(ki ga shit) that now 1 had trly come to undersiand the meanig of work, the
pleasur of work. After lunch I pulled out & book and leisurely took  rest of
sbout 30 minutes.

1t time for work", T could bear M. Otuicallng. Upon tha | eergeially
(ki e put o fny apron and headed for th csh e
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Most of the afternoon 1 worked at the check-out point. There was not much
business. However, as “trustwortiness of the store (o-mise no shiny0)" [was
such an important factor, I could never once sit down. On the contrary. | stood
there with a staight back, and although doing so may appear o be a trng [duty);
in fact this was ot the case. I gave  quick glance atthe clock and saw tht i
was 2:30. Just one more hour I could do work. 1 did feel (i-moch) lke wanting
10 g0 home quickly, but another feelng (-moch) was tll very much stronger,
‘namely, “T would like still o do more work”. So my feelings (ki-mochi) were
complex.

In order to make good use of the one remaining hour, and in order to make this
hour as enjoyable as possible, 1 did not just wait for customers at the cash
register but took every opportunity to wipe the shelves and tidy up the goods.
Like that T arranged the use of time the way I myself (ibur) thought best. T
would like o see many more customers come”. Such feelings (ki-moch) arose
i me now for the frst time. 1 had got used to operating the cash egister, and it
gave me much the same kind of pleasure s a computer game. True work, true
jobbing, bings in money, 50 it i possible o obtain two things at ance, T thought
(omou), plessure and money.

“Shall we slowly think about finishing?” When Mr. Orsuki uttered these words,
to tell the truth, 1 grews a lte sad. But there was nothing more for us to do.
Reluctantly we took off our apron, and the three of us went with M. Otsuk into
the office to hold a “meeting of reflection (hansei)”. At this “meting of
reflction” Mr. Otsuki said, “[There is a proverb), no pain, no gain”. So far, I
T aways taken this proverb o mean, “When you have been through hardships,
things will become casier". However, now, afir today's experiences, I have
discovered another meaning, namely, “you may have o go through hardships,
but afterwards things turn into pleasure”, Self (ibun) merely has not noticed (ki-
2uku) them, but there are many more new discoveries to make, | think. Jus alone
in view of these discoveries practical raining like this is already rewarding, T
think. Such were the feelings (ki-mochi) I developed.

Thanks to this practcal prfessional taiing 1 was able (0 fnd true pleasuro
through work, 1 thin tis was very useful with rgard o the decisons I must
make concerning self's (jbur)course i . 1T have th chance [ would lke o
face thechallenge and discover many new slves ibun).
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L assumed that 2% year middle school pupi
write an essay by using cxpressions most of which were not realy based on
individual deliberation. Rather, many of the expressions are likely to be
Fragments of thought taken from whal the pupils hear grown-ups ulte in their
prescace, Thus whit the pupils themselves say may largely be scen as indicators
of the vlue system held by the persons in their surounding.

1 think we should pay careful attention 10 the fac that this cssay consiss of
relatively small number of clemens that are repeatcdly used. The same
xpressions, ox groups of expressions belonging 10 3 narrowly defined semantic
ield, keep reoccuring. Fist and sbove all we are struck by the almost complete:
absece of references 1o “T" (or "we®), "my” (or "our’). Instead the most
cornmon pronoun used is jibun ("self"). In some of the cases this “Self i used
‘maturally and in a similar way 1o ts Englsh counterpart. In many other instances,
‘however, "elf” is clealy the focus of intensive observation, almost something
like an object apart from what makes up & person's iven idenity.

“The basic expression for self s jibun. Jibun can also imply by myselF, while
preceding a noun jibun sually means "my own". Jibun does not necessarily
refe just o the first person but, depending on the context, also indicates by
yoursef, by himself . or “your, hi .. own". In receat years, though, jibun bas.
more and more come to teplace other pronouns referring especially t the
speaker (e first person). Thercfore, it need not always receive particular
atention, butin the cssay translated here jibun, 2 the it "A new sel” already
indicates, is cerainly a key expression.

Other expressions refering (o "sel” include mizukara ("personally, oneself,
voluntarily’), and also susunde (activelylenergetically going ~forwards,
voluntarly, willingly,of one’s own accord").

A large number of expressions used in this cssay refer to aspects and
psychological states of sclf, usually — but not nesessarly — the self of the
Speaker, Two verbs we should point out {0 are omou (“think, think about, think
of, consider, believe, intend, guess, suppose, imagine") and wakaru ("understand,
Sct, appreciate that sometbing s 0, istinguish one thing from something clse”).

Nouns belonging 1o this category inclode: fican (“fecling uneasy sbout
something, anxiety, worry, state of insecurity and unrest”), Jishin (‘self-
confidence") kinch ("stain, tension”), honshin Cone’s trae heart,trve feclings,
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what one really thinks but does not necessarly show”), hansei (*scarching of
one’s sou,reflection, reconsideration, looking deeply nto onesel, cvaluation”),
Jukaikan (containing the imporiant concept of Kai ~ "pleasant, comfortable,
willing, refrshing, enjoyable” — fickai-kan meaning “the fecling that kai is
abscnt®), We can aiso include ase ("sweat”, indicating an emotional sate) hre.

In this context passages should also be noted that describe feelngs in terms of
iy mec on el e st o orement o m s v

ing o get slower’, "I could fel elfs feet row heavier and beavier”, "My
brei shiok” or "AI iiee of us s the whole weight f our isd-out bodics
down onto chairs”. An example indicating anxiousness about the crotional state:
of others that would have negative implications on their physical sef s o-mise
o shinys (“trustworthiness of the store”).

A very conspicuous group of expressions describing a speific emotional stat of
Self in this essay is built around the concept of 4 (iterally energy of the
universe”; "atmosphere in the universe and in given situations, atmosphere that
i or arses inside a person and cannot be influenced by that person's will)
Examples ae: kimochi ('the ki that 1 have, the feeling?), ki-zuita / i ga isuia
(ki has come to me, to notice something"), ki ga shit / ki ga shila (ki i
growing in me/has grown in me"), ki o forinaosu ("put the i inside oneself
Staight sgain,reposition it properly”), ki o sukete ("put yout full ki into 1), i
i tomeru ('fix something in one's K", k- o irete ("put ones fll spicts into
something’).

One of the most important facors delcmining el n Tapmese s the
Sspbere coniotcreted by indviduals a8 they spoiiclly choose - both i
Tangunge s gt fors of commnication n sccodance it the g
e ank, postion, 1 degie of ‘socal weghE of the opposte pary.
i vy 1 ould 1 0 poit 1ot patcla amospherc touch creted i
way i the uterances of M, Otk

For one thing Mr. Otsuki never uses expressions that merely indicate the actions
the boys (who are about 14) perform, or are expected 10 perform. Rather, the
expressions are always modified 5o as o define the speciic type of relationship
between performer and receiver of an action (e.g, "we'l have you do this®
instead of "do this!"). In other words, activites are always embedded o person-
to-person relationships and are not seen as isolated enites of a merely physical
nature.
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1 this connection we may also note Mr. Otsukis way of inicaing pemission
10 end an acivity. This permission i nevr given abruply my means of
refeeace 0 a specifc poin i time. Rher, by indicting that the boys "can
now slowly hink about” fnishing Mr. Otsuki sublly rtains th postion of
authority that will not let others determine the rhythm of their activities outside
persn-o-person relatonships and el on the bass o rference to st
dimensionslke tme.

“The oher point o be made concerning Mr. Ousukis language is bis choice of
verbs and verb forms that can only be used when speaking to a very narTow
sogment of society, L. when speaking o chidren. Thus every uterance M
Otsuk makes ot only shows up the characte of the rlaionship between (wo
parties (performer and resciver of an action), bu also cives home  specific
social defnition of the ecipieat of the communicaton.In other words, what Mr.
Otsuki says males ciea 0 th children tha thei sef cannot b any other than
the self of  child. (Exampls nclue expression ke mote e tabete e, yate
e, yatte morad ka,yatte morau yo, yate mi na. yate s 3 form derived from the
most informal level o the most informal verb for 1o do, while the senence
endings ne, k3, yo and especially also na in his specific syntactic conext are
unthinkable in normal communication between grown-ups.)

Finally, the expression used throughout for "work" n this essay is shigoto, “that
what a person has to do, task, assigament, handswork,job, employment'.
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