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Yasuoka Shotaro and the Writer in History 
 
 
One of the defining issues of war narratives is communicability, the question of whether and to 
what extent the writer can convey lived experience to the reader, and to what extent those without 
direct experience of events can write about them in any meaningful way. When we use words 
such as “witnessing” or “testimony,” it is assumed that these are experiences that are to some 
extent reserved to those who lived through them. The writer Yasuoka Shotaro (1920–2013) was 
interested, perhaps more than any other postwar Japanese writer, in not only the intersection of 
literature and history, but also the writer’s ability to communicate experience of the war and 
postwar. As someone who came of age in wartime and was a young man during the Allied 
Occupation, he developed an early resistance to master national narratives, and believed strongly 
in the individual writer’s responsibility to resist both collective memory and institutional history. 
He wrote darkly humorous autobiographical stories about growing up in wartime and the 
degradations of the early postwar, and his Boku no Shōwa-shi (My Shōwa History, 1984–88) is a 
genre-busting mix of personal memoir and wide-ranging history of twentieth-century Japan; in it, 
he makes his own story both resonate with and resist mass narratives. 
 
Yasuoka’s communicable war and postwar are made possible through a number of strategies. 
They are not unique to Yasuoka, but because he made the individual’s relationship to history one 
of the major themes of his life’s work, we can use his work as a touchstone for such an 
exploration of writers and memory. This talk looks at two ways that Yasuoka deprivileged direct 
experience of the war in his writing and created space for second-generation Japanese war 
narratives: through allegory and counterhistory. 


