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A Study on Taiko Hirabayashi’s “Laying Train”:

From the perspective of Biopolitics

B HE

This paper is a rereading of Taiko Hirabayashi’s novel "Laying Train" from the perspective of biopolitics.
There is a vertical hierarchy of Japanese as "imperial vassals" and Chinese laborers who are treated like animals
in the Japanese colony "Manchuria" in this fiction. However, the relationship between the Chinese and the Jap-
anese is not absolute binary opposition, but it fluctuates between the binary opposition and the similarity as the
story progresses. Though there are significant ethnic and class differences between the two, the desire to save lives
in the event of the natural disaster such as floods is shared to some extent. Because of plague, the lowest-ranking
Chinese laborers were abandoned and treated as "homo sacer." The Japanese who work at the laying site are high-
er than them, but if a flood occurs, they may also be abandoned by the empire, making them become potential
"homo sacer." The distinction between Japanese and Chinese as "homo sacer” varies according to the intersection
of ethnicity and class. In this novel, by depicting such a complex relationship between the Chinese and the Japa-
nese, Taiko revealed the principle of biopolitics in the Japanese colony "Manchuria", that anybody might structur-
ally become a "homo sacer" (more or less). Clearly, "laying train" is a work that reveals the structure of biopolitics
in the modern Japanese colony "Manchuria". Not only that, but Taiko pointed out the possibilities of a life com-
munity in which Chinese laborers are solidarity based on the "precarious life". Therefore, we found Taiko’s "flexi-
ble internationalism" concept, which re-examines the greater universal problem of life by paying attention to the
position of the lowest level laborers. It is Taiko’s attempt to transcend the ideology of contemporary proletarian

literature where class struggle is an absolute value.
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