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Nature Exposed: Soseki’s View of Korea and His
Illness at Shuzenji Temple

SHIBATA Shoji

Natsume Soseki (1867-1916) has often been regarded as having had a contemptuous view of
non-Japanese East Asian countries such as China and Korea. However, this interpretation is not
necessarily correct. Soseki’s “individualism,” a way of thinking that values others as well as oneself,
led him in fact to respect other countries and not just Japan, especially given the common practice
in the Meiji period (1868-1912) of connecting the individual directly with his or her nation.

Certainly, Soseki had no strong attachment to China or Korea. Nevertheless, he was critical of
Japan’s imperialistic expansion, an attitude expressed in Sorekara (“And Then,” 1909) and Mon (“The
Gate,” 1910), works produced contemporaneously to the Japanese annexation of Korea (in 1910). In
Mon, the protagonist and his wife are a solitary pair who live frugally in a tiny house under a cliff,
without children; to Soseki, they symbolize the future of Japan and express his gloomy outlook for
his nation. In Soseki’s world, children are a symbol of the future, and so the fact that Oyone, the
wife, cannot have a child, experiencing repeated miscarriages, reflects the infertility and sterility of
imperial Japan.

After finishing Mon, Soseki faced a health crisis, vomiting 800 g of blood at the spa at Shuzenji
Temple in 1910. It has often been said that this crisis brought about a turning point in Soseki’s
writing, because it made him recognize his fear of death. But in reality, his work shows no radical
change after this crisis. His interests and themes remain the same. For instance, in Higan Sugi
Made (“To the Spring Equinox and Beyond”), his first work written after the crisis, we can find
several allegorical expressions characteristic of Soseki’s work as a whole; to take one example a
cane appears with a handle shaped like the head of snake swallowing “something” that is not clearly
described. The relation between the snake and the “something” being swallowed corresponds
clearly to that between Japan and Korea. Similar allegories can also be found in Soseki’s previous
work. In this way, the strength of Soseki’s artistic vision led him to maintain his method in works

following his crisis of health.
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