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Rereading Ryunosuke Akutagawa's Un

MIZUNO Akiko

Very little research has been conducted to interpret Ryiinosuke Akutagawa’s
political opinions from his early works. This paper attempts to interpret
Akutagawa’s anti-war stance from his novel Un(Luck). At the time when
Akutagawa was writing the novel, Bergson’s philosophy was distorted in Japan.
Writers of naturalistic literature stated their pro-war opinions, sometimes by
referring to Bergson’s distorted philosophy. Akutagawa’s Un(Luck) is deemed to
criticise such opinions. This paper focuses on how the Japanese word goriyaku
(literally meaning ‘blessings’) is never used in the novel and how the novelist
included in the plot a story told by an old man about a woman who made a wish
to the Goddess of Kannon at Kiyomizu-dera Temple and ended up killing a
nun. The paper also points out that the ‘recession’, ‘Kiyomizu-dera Temple’ and
‘message from the Goddess in a dream’ described in the novel evoke the Russo-
Japanese War and WWIL. It then concludes that Un(Luck) can be interpreted as
a work that expresses the novelist’s rejection of the opinion that a country may
wage war if it is in its own interests through the words and attitude of the old
man in the novel.

Keywords: Ryiinosuke Akutagawa, Un(Luck), Henri Bergson, World War I,
Bunsho Sekai



