Week 7: Kobayashi Takiji, The Crab Cannery Ship (1929)

Some questions and passages to consider:


Discuss the representation of the labouring body (and the labouring environment) in the novel:

“As they undid his clothes in order to wash him, a nauseating stench arose from the youth’s body. Ghastly lice, white and flat, scattered about in panic. The body was covered with scale-like flakes of dirt, resembling the trunk of a pine. Each rib stood out sharply on his chest. Unable to walk once his illness worsened, he evidently had urinated where he lay and so his entire body stank terribly. His loincloth and shirt had both turned dark brown and tattered as if they had been sprayed with sulfuric acid. His navel was virtually invisible, its hollow completely clogged with dust and dirt. Dried shit clung to his buttocks like clay.” (74)

“The crab cannery ship carried eight fishing boats. The sailors and fishermen were forced to risk their lives tying down the boats so that the waves, baring their white teeth like thousands of sharks, would not tear them off. “Losing one or two of you won’t matter a damn, but if a boat gets lost it can’t get replaced,” shouted the manager distinctly.
The sea of Kamchatka seemed to be waiting for them, surprised they had made it this far. Its huge waves leapt upon them like greedy, starving lions. The ship seemed frailer than a rabbit. The blizzard covering the entire sky looked like an enormous white flag billowing in the wind. Night was approaching but the storm showed no signs of abating.
Once the work ended everyone crept back into their shit-hole. Hands and feet hung from bodies like radishes, frozen and devoid of sensation. The men all crawled into their bunks like silkworms, no one uttering a single word.” (30)


Hiroshi Aramata: “Proletarian literature is a kind of horror literature.” Discuss the significance of the ‘horror’ qualities of the novel. How do these compare to the gothic qualities of the short stories from week 5?

“The manager stripped the worker down to his shirt, shoved him into one of two adjacent toilets, and locked him up. At first everyone hated going to the toilet. They could not bear listening to the cries next door. On the second day the cries grew hoarse with a cold. Then they grew intermittent. At the end of that day a worried fisherman headed for the toilet directly after work but the pounding from the inside had stopped. Though he tapped on the door from the outside there was no response. Later on Miyaguchi was discovered lying
prone with one hand leaning against the toilet and his head in the box of toilet paper. His lips were the dead colour of blue ink.” (38)

“Coming down into the factory the next morning, workers saw the previous day’s student tied to the iron pole of a lathe. His head was slumped against his chest like that of a chicken with its neck wrung, and tips of his vertebrae stuck out prominently from his back. A cardboard
sign hung from his chest, its handwriting clearly the manager’s:
“This one’s a treacherous faker. Untying him is forbidden.” (60)


Consider the significance of the novel’s repeated use of similes.


What do you make of the formal/stylistic shifts in the text, particularly the change in narrative perspective in the final pages of the novel?


Discuss the relationship between, and the significance of, the different forms of communication dramatized in the novel (speeches, film, diagrams, mime, posters):

“In addition to handing out “prizes,” the manager put up a poster announcing that whoever accomplished the least amount of work would be branded with a red hot iron rod. Everybody worked on, shadowed continuously by the implacable threat of branding. The quantity of work continued to rise.” (50)

“The movie climaxed with an embrace between the corporation director’s daughter and the laborer, who had magically mutated into a gentleman. [. . .]. The Japanese feature told of an impoverished youth who sold fermented soybeans and evening papers before going on to shine shoes, enter a factory, become a model worker, be promoted, and end up a multimillionaire. “Truly, if hard work is not the mother of success, what is!” exclaimed the benshi, inserting words that did not appear in the subtitles.” (67)

“One of the students spent a whole night writing something on a piece of paper as he lay on his stomach licking his pencil over and over. It was the ex-student’s “Proposal (diagram of people in charge).”
“How about it?” said the student proudly. No matter what happened in groups A or C, he confidently announced, they could swiftly and flawlessly focus on the overall problem. His proposal was adopted in its entirety. But putting it into practice proved not so easy.” (79)


Discuss the relationship between nationalism and internationalism as presented in the novel:

“I’d like to say a word,” declared the manager. [. . .] “Needless to say, as some of you may know, this crab cannery ship’s business is not just to make lots of money for the corporation
but is actually a matter of the greatest international importance. This is a one-on-one fight between us, citizens of a great empire, and the Russkies, a battle to find out which one of us is greater—them or us. Now just supposing you lose—this could never happen, but if it did—all Japanese men and boys who’ve got any balls at all would slit their bellies and jump into the sea off Kamchatka. You may be small in size but that doesn’t mean you’ll let those stupid Russkies beat you.
“Another thing, our fishing industry off Kamchatka is not just about canning crabs and salmon and trout, but internationally speaking it’s also about keeping up the superior status of our nation, which no other country can match. And moreover, we’re accomplishing an important mission in regard to our domestic problems like overpopulation and shortage of food.” (26)

“So, all you, is name proletariat. Understand?”
“Sure.”
The Russian, laughing, began to pace about. Sometimes he stopped and looked at them.
“Rich mans do this all you.” (He grabbed himself by the neck, as if in a chokehold.) “Rich mans get more, more big.” (He indicated an expanding stomach.) “All you, no good, get more, more poor. Understand? Japan, no good. Working people, this.” (He frowned, making a face as though he were ill.) “Rich man boss, this. Ahem. Ahem.” (He strutted about.) (45)

“Everyone bounded out of the shit-hole and onto the deck. Voices suddenly joined in a great shout: “Imperial navy, hurrah!” [. . .] Each launch was packed with about sixteen uniformed sailors. All at once the sailors rushed up the gangway.
‘Hey! They’ve got fixed bayonets! And they’re wearing helmets!’
‘Oh hell!’ cried the Stuttering Fisherman voicelessly.
Sixteen more naval sailors poured out of the next launch. The third launch too disgorged sixteen sailors with rifles thrust in front, bayonets fixed, helmets strapped. They charged up in a horde as though boarding a pirate ship and surrounded the fishermen, seamen, and stokers.
‘God damn it! They’ve fucked us over!’ screamed Shibaura and the other delegates.” (93)


