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Discrepancies Between Haruki Murakami and East Asian Readers

Sang-In YOON

r Abstract \

For the past 25 years, Haruki Murakami has been the most well regarded writer in Korea. Critics have noted
that Murakami’s writing began to shift his position from detachment to commitment to social issues in the 1990s,
after he experienced several national disasters such as the sarin gas attack on the Tokyo subway and the Great
Hanshin earthquake.

However, although the author considers Norwegian Wood a “100% romance novel,” a majority of East Asian
readers, including Koreans, still regards it as Murakami’ s most representative work. In fact, even some of his
recent novels dealing with critical social issues are seen as derivatives of Norwegian Wood. Such a view of
Murakami’ s work is also prevalent in the United States and Europe.

This paradox, which | refer to as the “Murakami phenomenon,” is the consequence of readers enthusiastic sym-
pathy toward for a genteel and sophisticated world, free from the social gravity of conventional relationships to
family and friends, traditional values, and political ideology. Thus, readers have largely ignored the writer’s strug-
gle to approach the real world by escaping from the romantic themes in Norwegian Wood. Rather, readers want
‘Murakami with youthful face forever’, who is not able, or allowed to change with age.

In September 2012, when Japan’s territorial disputes with China and South Korea intensified, Murakami
expressed his deep concern that the disagreement among the region’s major powers could seriously damage “the
East Asian cultural sphere.” The problem, however, is that the only link between Murakami’s literary works and
East Asia is the market-based economic system, at least for now.

Surprisingly, however, Murakami’s novels are generally disconnected from Asia, in its historyical, philosophy-
ical, and geographyical contexts. Perhaps, Murakami’s “East Asian cultural sphere,” which is built on paths
without a signpost to Asia, either from a historical or geographical viewpoint, represents an ironic, paradoxical
sense of solidarity in East Asians for leaving Asia: “Datsu-A” in Japanese.
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