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Kawakami Mieko’s Natsu monogatari as a global novel

Form, themes and transnational circulation

Francesco Eugenio Barbieri

This paper explores the possibility of interpreting Kawakami Mieko’s Natsu mo-
nogatari as a global novel. Following an introduction that seeks to summarize the
major positions of an ongoing debate surrounding the definition of the global
novel, I will provide a tentative definition of this literary genre and analyze Ka-
wakami’s novel to argue that it aligns with this classification. Finally, I will draw
attention to the process of creation and promotion of the novel outside the Jap-
anese literary market, into the global literary market.

Keywords: Kawakami Mieko, global novel, Natsu monogatari, Breasts and Eggs.

1. Introduction

At present, critical debates on Japanese literature contend that two writers, Murakami Haruki and
Tawada Yoko, can be considered global authors; or, at the very least, that each of them has written a
novel that fits within the category of ‘global novel.’

In order to contextualise this assumption, it is helpful to take some perspectives on the global
dimension into consideration. On one side, Matthew Strecher (2016: 131-133) maintains that Murakami
Haruki can be defined as a ‘global writer’ for his ability to present stories that can speak cross-culturally
to a wide range of national and international readers. Adam Kirsch states that the global vocation of
Murakami lies in his capacity to grasp and represent the reality in which we all live and read (Kirsch
2016: 51). In addition, Kono Shion underlines that Murakami is often regarded as a writer of gurobaru
bungaku (global literature) due to his cosmopolitan lifestyle and writing style influenced by American
literature, whereas there is also a local element in Murakami that becomes apparent only when his

works are read in Japanese or by someone with a deep knowledge of Japanese culture (Kono 2017: 88).
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Concerning Tawada, on the other hand, I believe that Kentoshi can be defined as the writer’s first
true global novel, primarily for its thematic characteristics (Barbieri 2022). This is not only because it
draws inspiration from real historical events whose echoes have resonated throughout the world, but
also because it deals with daily issues whose relevance is tragically evident on the global level.

Besides, both Murakami and Tawada have lived a long time abroad, and both have had a massive
exposure to foreign languages, English the former and German the latter. As it is known, Murakami has
a deep love for American culture and has lived in the United States for many years. Tawada, for her
part, graduated in Russian but relocated to Germany since the 1980s; from the beginning of her writing
career, she has been using a double language: her mother tongue, Japanese, and the foreign language
of the country she chose to live in, German. Due to their background, the global inspiration at the core
of their literature might seem quite obvious and could be easily taken for granted.

The considerations on Murakami and Tawada can be used as touchstones for other contemporary
Japanese authors, to whom similar assumptions might be made. One of these authors can arguably be
Kawakami Mieko.

Born in Osaka in 1976, Kawakami Mieko is widely recognized as one of the most prominent literary
voices in contemporary Japan. Alongside authors such as Murakami Haruki and Tawada Yako, she has
garnered significant critical and commercial success not only in Japan but also on a global scale. This
international recognition has been largely facilitated, in the last few years, by the translation of her
long novel Natsu monogatari (2019) into many different languages. Its English version (Breasts and Eggs),
translated in 2020 by Sam Bett and David Boyd, played a pivotal role in the widespread acclaim of the
novel, securing its place as both a critical and commercial success.

Differently from Murakami or Tawada, Kawakami has always lived in Japan, and her stories are
profoundly rooted in the culture of her native land. Nevertheless, I maintain that her international
success, shaped by the very positive reception of Natsu monogatari worldwide, is due to her ability to
shape her work in a more global form.

The aim of this article is to situate Kawakami’s novel within the critical debate that, over the past
few years, has developed around the literary category of the global novel. I argue that reading Natsu
monogatari as a global novel allows us to further and better understand the reasons behind the novel's
international success, and sheds light on some key factors that have contributed to it. I further contend
that the deliberate rewriting of the novella Chichi to ran into Natsu monogatari was undertaken not only
to facilitate its international circulation in promotional and editorial terms, but also to reach the widest

possible readership for the powerful and urgent messages that the text seeks to convey.
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While the themes addressed in the work can certainly be associated with the global novel, they
actually precede and motivate the decision to reshape Chichi to ran into a form more consonant with
this category. As we will see, the alignment with the global novel is not merely thematic; the work’s
formal recalibration plays a decisive role in enabling its global resonance.

In order to better understand what qualifies a work as a global novel—and to fully appreciate why
Kawakami's Natsu monogatari can be situated within this category—it is necessary to first examine the

defining features of the global novel itself.

2. The global novel: defining an ongoing debate

Rita Barnard, in her seminal essay Fictions of the Global (2009), does not yet refer to the global novel in a
strict sense but begins to explore the formal features a novel might take if it were not confined to a
national literary form. She considers how a novel could extend beyond a single nation, such as Japan
or the United States, to encompass a broader spatial dominion. What set of rules would be proper for a
fiction that pertains to the dominion of the world? Barnard moves away from the transnational
migration novel and the postcolonial Bildungsroman and hypothesizes a new form that she defines as
the emergent fiction of the global (Barnard 2009: 207-208). She identifies three precise structural
recurrencies of what she calls a global narrative form (Barnard 2009: 211). First, the chronotope in the
narration is twisted or otherwise disregarded, and the authors use frequent time jumps, because this
almost schizophrenic space-time configuration can adequately render the temporality of the
globalized present. Second, the point of view expressed in the novel of the global age is that of a shifting
first-person narrator, which can change during the story, often resulting in an experientially limited
and partial viewpoint (Barnard 2009: 211-212). Finally, the novel of the global is addressed to readers
in an imagined community (Barnard 2009, 213) that is much larger than the author’s national space,
even if it is not written in the language of the whole community. Therefore, those who are reading the
text in translation must imagine that the characters are speaking in a language that is perhaps not the
one in which they are speaking in the novel.

The discussion on what constitutes a global novel has been flourishing ever since. As Caracciolo
(2023:332) reminds us, if the definition of a global novel must necessarily be asymptotic, the debate on
its possibility and reality has become increasingly dynamic and resonates within contemporary critical
literary discourse. Rotger and Puxan-Oliva (2021) acknowledge that the concept of the global novel
remains an evolving and contested category within literary criticism, providing a valuable systematic
overview of the scholarly discourse surrounding this genre. Their analysis highlights the lack of a

unified definition as well as the considerable variation in the terminology used to describe it. Among
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the most frequently employed terms—each carrying distinct formal and thematic nuances—are global,
world, and planetary (Rotger and Puxan-Oliva 2021: 288). Broadly speaking, the global novel is commonly
understood as a narrative that engages with relevant global concerns (Rotger and Puxan-Oliva 2021:
291).

Kirsch argues that the global novel cannot be defined by shared formal characteristics; rather, it
is better understood through the themes it foregrounds—issues that resonate with a transnational
audience by addressing humanity at the level of the species and reflecting globally shared problems
(Kirsch 2016: 25). These themes include immigration, terrorism, environmental degradation, and
sexual exploitation (Kirsch 2016: 24). However, it is evident that any issue relevant to contemporary
human experience may fall within the thematic scope of the global novel, thereby contributing to a
more refined and dynamic definition of the category.

More recently, Caracciolo (2023: 325) has maintained that multilinearity is a crucial tool for
comprehending the complexity of contemporary phenomena and a key element of today’s global
narratives. Multilinearity defines the presence in the same novel of a distinct number of narratives
that remain, for at least some parts of a larger work, unlinked: they progress independently and can be
comprehended individually (Caracciolo 2023: 328). To facilitate the convergence and understanding of
individual and separate storylines, authors employ a range of narrative techniques. Among these, three
overarching macro-categories were identified: linkage, distribution, and focus. Linkage refers to the
micro-textual strategies employed by authors to connect stories; distribution refers to the spatio-
temporal separation of storylines; and focus denotes the underlying theme that ensures coherence
with the general narrative structure (Caracciolo 2023: 328-330). Each of these categories can be further
divided into narrative subcategories that clearly specify the narratological operation at stake, the
variety of which will be presented within the analysis of the novel.

For the purposes of this paper, [ understand the global novel as a contemporary literary work that
engages with global challenges. Following Kirsch, I conceptualize it as a text that resonates with a
transnational audience by addressing issues that are broadly recognizable as globally relevant.
However, this resonance does not stem from thematic concerns alone: the global novel also relies on
specific narrative structures and formal strategies that enable it to communicate effectively with
readers across linguistic and cultural boundaries, including in translation. In this sense, global novels
can be identified not only by their thematic scope (Kirsch 2016) but also by the formal features that
shape their narrative architecture, such as those outlined by Barnard (2009) and, more recently, by

Caracciolo (2023).
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In Japan, scholarly debate has traditionally focused on defining the parameters and implications
of sekai bungaku (world literature), while the concept of the ‘global novel” has not received the same
degree of critical attention as it has outside Japan. At the same time, recent discussions on sekai bungaku
demonstrate a lively and productive spectrum of critical positions.

Works aimed at global circulation, particularly those written in languages other than English or
French, inevitably depend on translation and on mediation through one of the major languages of the
international publishing market. As Inaga observes, a central trait of world literature is the capacity to
“read the distance” between the original text and its translation, a practice he terms “distance reading”

(Inaga 2008: 117).

3. From Chichi to ran to Natsu monogatari: Kawakami and feminism

Kawakami’s Natsu monogatari can arguably be defined as a global novel both in terms of formal and
thematic features. Nevertheless, we must consider that Kawakami’s phenomenon is different from that
of Tawada and Murakami mentioned above.

Within this broader theoretical landscape, indeed, the cases of Murakami and Tawada offer
interesting contrasts. Murakami’s global reception is complicated by the multilayered negotiations
between his writing practices, which are consciously oriented toward addressing a global readership,
editorial interventions, and critical framings. Tawada’s latest novels, by contrast, can be productively
read through the lens of the global novel primarily as a critical framework rather than as a reflection
of any other authorial intention (Barbieri 2022).

I believe that Kawakami, however, occupies a position similar to Murakami: in her case, I would
suggest that these two dimensions—the articulation of globally resonant concerns and the deployment
of formal strategies enabling transnational legibility both for audience reach and for marketable
reasons—must be considered simultaneously. Only by holding them together can we fully account for
the reason behind the deliberate recasting of Chichi to ran into the form of a global novel and for the
remarkable international success that followed. The decision to reshape the work was not driven solely
by the desire to convey urgent messages to the widest possible readership; it also operated as a
commercial and editorial strategy, consciously embraced by the author and her publishing team.
Reading these motivations together illuminates both the aesthetic logic of the novel’s transformation
and the effectiveness of this choice in securing its global circulation and reception.

Kawakami Mieko is a writer that has always been very active in her homeland, since her literary
debut with the publication of Chichi to ran in 2008. Nevertheless, her works have recently experienced

a surge in popularity outside of her native Japan. Following the widespread international success of
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Breasts and Eggs, the English translation of Hebun, titled Heaven, was published in 2021. Originally
released in Japanese in 2009, this novel explores the theme of school bullying. It is the second work by
Kawakami to be translated into English, by the same two translators who had previously worked on
Natsu monogatari. In 2022, Heaven was shortlisted for the International Booker Prize, further
consolidating Kawakami’s global reputation as an international representative of Japanese literature
on a global scale. As stated on its official website, the prize is aimed not only at celebrating the work of
international authors and their translators, but also at encouraging English-speaking readers to access
fiction from all over the world.!

As said above, the most significant contributing factor to Kawakami’s global success was the novel
Natsu monogatari, published in Japan in 2019. Its translated title in almost any foreign language follows
the English adaptation Breasts and Eggs,” but the most correct translation would literally be Summer Tale,
a play on the name of the main protagonist, Natsuko, and the Japanese word natsu (‘summer’).

The title chosen for the English version of the novel, reflected also in the editions in other
languages, is in fact the translation of the title of the original novella, written in 2008, that was
successively elaborated and adapted into the novel as it is in its present form. The long novel Natsu
monogatari actually represents a rewriting and the continuum of Kawakami’s short story Chichi to ran.
The English title Breasts and Eggs was taken from the original short story, arguably, to give the reader
an immediate idea of the contents of the book. But perhaps the choice was due to the fact that, in any
other foreign translation, the pun with the name of the main character would be lost unless the main
protagonist’s name was also translated as ‘Summer.’

Chichi to ran was published over a decade before the novel’s official release. It quickly gained
immense success in Japan due to its unconventional use of Kansai dialect, complex syntax, and
numerous themes that were groundbreaking for Japan in 2008, as it will be briefly explained hereafter.’

As mentioned above, the Japanese title of the novella is Chichi to ran, directly corresponding to the
English Breasts and Eggs. The title itself constitutes an indication of the stratification of meanings put

on the scene in the novella itself: its primary meaning clearly refers to the breasts—and thus to the

! https://thebookerprizes.com/international-booker-prize (last accessed November 11, 2025).

?For example, in German, it is Briiste und Eier; in Spanish, Pechos y Huevos; in Italian, Seni e Uova; and in Swedish, Brést och dgg.
En Sommarberdttelse, one of the few cases in which the original title is maintained.

* Unfortunately, and differently from other works by Kawakami, according to the Nihon bungaku honyaku sakuhin détabésu
(https://jltrans-opac.jpf.go.jp/), there are only few translations available of this novella, as of July 2025: a partial English ver-

sion, and complete translations in Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, French, Spanish, Norwegian and Albanian. All the transla-
tions, except for the Albanian one, have been published before the publication and the international success of Natsu monoga-

tari.
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breast augmentation surgery that Makiko wants to undergo—as well as the eggs, i.e., Midoriko’s first

menstruation and the meaning that this event has in her fragile psychological balance. As noted by
Alzate (2020: 515) the first kanji of the title 2, & B8 Chichi to ran also means ‘milk,” so for the unaware,
the title might indicate a light story, somehow dealing with pastry or cuisine. In addition, thanks to a
careful interplay between homophones one could understand it as & & &L Chichi to ran, namely ‘father

and battle,” which connects to the antagonistic figure of the sisters’ father (Yoshio 2015 in Alzate 2020:
516).

The story is a rewriting of Higuchi Ichiyd’s Takekurabe (1895-1896, translated as Growing Up in
Edward Seidensticker’s 1956 English translation, and Child’s Play in Robert Lyons Danly’s 1981 version).
The presence and the importance of intertextual reference to Higuchi’s work in Kawakami’s Chichi to
ran has been widely discussed by critics (see, for instance, Abe Auestad 2016, Alzate 2020). Kawakami
herself recognizes the primary importance of Higuchi in her literary formation to the point that she
defined her as an ‘A-series influence’ (Iwakawa 2019: 176): she had read Takekurabe before becoming a
writer and she was greatly influenced by the pseudo-classical rhythm of Higuchi’s prose.

Set in the Meiji Era, Higuchi’s novel narrates the coming of age of Midori. The story has an open
ending that, throughout the years, was subject to many interpretations: Midori’s transformation from
a lively child to a silent woman was hypothesized as the consequence of the first menstruation, or of
her turn into a courtesan, or even of her first unwanted sexual experience (Alzate 2020: 517).

The significance of Higuchi’s influence on Kawakami can be observed, first of all, in the choice of
the protagonists’ names in Chichi to ran. Natsuko, Makiko, and Midoriko, the three main characters in
Kawakami’s novella, create an explicit intertextual reference to characters in Higuchi’'s work.
Midoriko’s name recalls Midori, the protagonist of Takekurabe, whose older sister, Omaki, is echoed in
Kawakami’s character Makiko. While in Higuchi’s story Midori and Omaki are sisters, in Kawakami’s
version the relationship is transformed into that of daughter and mother. Kawakami preserves the age
dynamic between the two: Midori remains the younger character, while Omaki’s role is transposed
onto Makiko, now the mother figure. Yet Makiko’s social conditions mirror those of Omaki, albeit
reinterpreted according to a different historical and social context: whereas Omaki is a courtesan,
Makiko works as a hostess in a bar in Osaka. Finally, the character Natsuko evokes Higuchi’s real name,
Natsuko (Matsumoto 2011: 227; Alzate 2020: 519).

The language used in Chichi to ran is another element that echoes Higuchi’s style: as Abe Auestad
noted, the continuous use of suspensive forms (ren’yokei) with the frequent omission of the subject is

done with the precise intention to mirror the language used in Takekurabe (Abe Auestad 2024: 117).
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Through all these narrative devices, the novella acquires a high level of storytelling that is able to
stimulate a strong affective response from the reader (Abe Auestad 2016: 531).

Alzate (2020: 517) underlines that with these very straightforward references, Kawakami stresses
the fact that the very same themes pointed out by Higuchi, whether women have the freedom to make
choices about their own lives and exercise autonomy over their own bodies, are still relevant in
contemporary Japanese society. Government discourse and policy echo Japan’s pre- and post-war
eugenic framework by maintaining control over reproduction through the institutional reinforcement
of heteronormative marriage as the normative standard, and by restricting access to AID exclusively
to married heterosexual couples (Van Buuren 2024: 48).

These various elements composing Chichi to ran can also be traced almost ten years later in Natsu
monogatari. Some additional considerations on this novel are necessary in order to further
contextualize its wide reception.

The English version of Natsu monogatari was released in 2020 and marked the author’s
international success, thanks to its strongly feminist and highly topical themes. Following the immense
success of the English version, the novel was translated into approximately twenty different languages
between Europe and Asia, and new versions in additional languages are still appearing today.

Kawakami herself provides a summary of the themes of the work in a short story/essay entitled
Sono isshun no tame ni (For That Moment), originally written for the Toronto International Festival of
Authors in 2020 and later published in English in the literary journal Astra Magazine. Kawakami
subsequently shared the original Japanese piece on her social media accounts, posting it on Instagram
and X on July 23, 2022. Narrating the very close relationship with her grandmother, in this short piece
she discloses the level of autobiography and fictionality employed in Natsu monogatari. This brief

passage is extremely functional to this discourse:

FREMN T b LE/MBRICE D [BYRE] cw o /Mg Fonie, AFMmEEZX—2R
Wy 72 IR LRER. MEAEBRCHBAMECOOTHEINLYFETH 2 LEN SN
B32EDEZNI DML, ZHARD LM B OBMREEE D Bl % > T 3,

Time passed, and I became a novelist and wrote a novel called “Natsu monogatari.” This novel, often
introduced as a story based on reproductive ethics and addressing themes such as feminism,
poverty, antinatalism, and class issues, revolves around the relationships and narratives of three
generations of women [Kawakami Mieko, Instagram post, July 23rd, 2022; my translation].

In this statement, Kawakami underlines that the prevalent interpretation of the novel as a feminist
work—a lens through which her literature has been widely perceived and analyzed—is largely shaped

by the audience. This passage highlights that Kawakami’s goal, as an author, is to tell the story of three
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generations of women,; the novel, however, is often perceived by the public as a tale of feminism and
other relevant issues. For Kawakami, therefore, the focus is the story of the three women rather than
the broader themes present in the novel that resonate with a global audience.

In an interview with literary scholar Yoshio Hitomi, Kawakami explicitly states that although she
is a feminist, she does not aim to purposely promote a certain agenda in her writing, as she views
feminism as a state rather than an attitude. She remarks that her primary intention is not to write a
masterpiece dealing with feminist instances but rather to focus on a very complicated matter, which
is life itself (Yoshio 2020: 42). In representing reality as it is, she, as a writer, is just pointing out the
state of things of the contemporary world, a world in which women are systematically oppressed and
discriminated against in many fields: from family life to the work environment.

In addition, she seems to avoid being identified as a ‘feminist,” because she notes that feminists in
Japan are often perceived as individuals who constantly complain, in contrast with what they really
do, i.e., just pointing out the harsh reality of women in today’s world (Yoshio 2020: 42).

In a following interview with Joshua Hunt, published in The New York Times in February 2023,
Kawakami stated that instead of being labeled a feminist writer, she prefers the more neutral term
‘human writer’ (Hunt 2023). As Seaman notes, with this statement Kawakami tries to situate herself
within a broader trend among many Japanese women writers who seek to avoid the label of ‘women’s
literature, while nonetheless remaining sympathetic to the struggles faced by women in
contemporary Japan (Seaman 2024: 173-174). But I also believe that the term that she uses, ‘human,’
can shift the focus to a more general dimension that is universally applicable, thus connecting the
author to a global dimension of literature. As a ‘human writer,” then, she aims to indicate that through
her literature she shares positions and issues that resonate globally.

As mentioned before, Natsu monogatari focuses on the relationships and stories of three
generations of women. However, readers can easily discern that the novel also operates on multiple
levels of interpretation. It foregrounds issues that have taken on enormous relevance today, such as
antinatalism, as well as more distinctly feminist issues, such as femicide, the desire of pregnancy
without having a man, or even women'’s capacity of self-determination against the social expectations

on their choices—often confining them to the role of caretakers, wives and mothers.

4. Natsu monogatari as a global novel: structural features

It is acknowledged that the global novel cannot be defined solely in terms of its themes and issues.
Before embarking on an analysis of the thematic aspects that contribute to the novel’s global status, I

want to focus on the structural features of the novel that convey its global identity.
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From a structural perspective, the characteristics of the global novel, as identified by Barnard, are
all present in Kawakami’s Natsu monogatari. Primarily, the work is divided into two sections from a time
span of eight years and contains frequent references to the childhood and adolescence of the
protagonists. This introduces a temporal and spatial distance into the narrative, establishing a polarity
between two locations where the narrative action takes place: the Tokyo of the fictional present and
the Osaka of the mythical and difficult past that encompasses the two sisters’ childhood.

The narrative perspective in the novel is that of a non-omniscient first-person narrator who does
not assume the role of an informed guide for readers. Nevertheless, the protagonist Natsuko is
representative of a pervasive and systematic attitude that is evident in her personal experiences.
Despite the novel’s initial polyphonic perspective, which is evident in Natsuko’s interwoven narrative
with her granddaughter Midoriko’s diaries, the narrative ultimately comprises two non-omniscient
first-person accounts that do not appear to exert control over the narrative arc.

Finally, the original novel is written in Japanese but, within the text, there is an extensive use of
the Osaka dialect, which is inevitably absent from the translation.

Despite the extensive and intricate narrative structure, the novel has achieved immense
popularity worldwide, because it addresses some of the most pressing and discussed concerns of the
present era.

Although Natsu monogatari cannot be classified as a multilinear novel in the sense defined by
Caracciolo, his above-mentioned categories prove highly useful for analyzing the narrative structure
of the work, as many of them are present within the text. I believe that Kawakami purposely employed
these techniques to more effectively depict contemporary reality and convey her messages to a
broader audience outside her homeland. By integrating these forms, she is able to critically engage
with the issues explored in her novel.

First, the novel is divided into two main sections. The first is set in summer 2008 and is covered
by chapters 1-7 of the book. It also contains many flashbacks of the previous life of the two sisters. The
second part of the novel is set from summer 2016 to summer 2019 and is narrated in chapters 8-17.
Natsuko lives in Tokyo, where she relocated from Osaka to pursue a career in writing. Applying
Caracciolo’s definition of distribution, it becomes clear that the two primary storylines are separated
both temporally and spatially. The temporal separation is evident in the fact that one storyline occurs
many years after the other.

The spatial dimension of public places plays a crucial role in Natsu monogatari. As Yoshio (2024: 87)
observes, the novel operates through three distinct types of spaces: physical, commercial, and

linguistic. This can be put in relation with Caracciolo’s definition of one subcategory of linkage, the
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physical location where storylines converge, which he defines the knot, while spaces that connect
events thematically are referred to as connectors. Given this framework, space emerges as a key
narrative element in the global novel. All spatial types identified by Yoshio can thus be interpreted as
narrative connectors and knots. Among them, I argue that Natsuko’s small house in Tokyo, introduced
at the novel’s outset, functions as a significant physical knot where storylines intersect and unfold
anew.

Additionally, the spatio-temporal separation is remarked in the numerous flashbacks that take us
back to the two protagonists’ childhood in Osaka. The two houses—Natsuko’s in Tokyo, where the three
women meet, and the protagonist’s childhood house in Osaka—can be considered to have the function
of locations within the context of the narrative.

Caracciolo (2023: 331) stresses that readers are always looking for the category of focus as they
enjoy a work of literature, because it helps them navigate the complexity of multilinear narratives.
Within the macro-category of focus, kinship is the other major principle that Caracciolo highlights for
multilinear narratives. Not only is there a familial relationship among the three protagonists—two
sisters and a daughter/nephew—but frequent flashbacks to their past also introduce other forms of
kinship, such as a grandmother or a husband, reinforcing a multilinear narrative structure.

In addition, as mentioned, Makiko’s employment as a hostess at a bar makes her establish a
kinship-like relationship with the other colleagues, becoming what Alzate and Yoshio defined a “fictive
kin” (Alzate and Yoshio 2022: 470). The sunakku (‘snack bar’) can be seen as a place that, while
representing the exploitation of both female labor and bodies by male customers, also fosters a familiar
bond among the women who work there, as they rely on their mutual support and care to survive
(Yoshio 2024: 93-94).

Caracciolo (2023: 328) defines multilinearity as a structural configuration in which multiple
narrative trajectories coexist within a novel, maintaining a degree of autonomy and remaining
formally unintegrated for a significant portion of the text. This narrative strategy is evident in both
the first and second parts of the novel, where distinct storylines unfold and occasionally intersect, yet
largely retain their independence.

In the second part, this multilinear structure becomes particularly salient through the inclusion
of two extended narrative digressions. The first occurs in Chapter 12 when Natsuko, during a Christmas
dinner in an izakaya, listens to her friend and former colleague Konno recounting her life story: she is
forced to leave Tokyo and move to Wakayama, to live with her husband’s parents, as he has fallen into
a severe depression. Konno is thus compelled to give up her own life for the sake of the family and to

support her husband. This embedded narrative displays clear thematic parallels with the main
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storyline: a depressed father, a mother subjugated by her husband, and a fragile bond between Konno
and her little daughter—echoing the dynamics between Midoriko and Makiko.

A second instance appears in Chapter 13, where Aizawa narrates the story of his family and the
circumstances surrounding his birth. After his father's death, Aizawa continues to live with his mother
and grandmother in the family home in Tochigi. He eventually moves to Tokyo to study medicine and,
concerned for his increasingly distressed mother, who struggles to live under the same roof as his
husband’s mother, tries to bring her to live with him. In response, his grandmother reveals that Aizawa
was conceived through artificial insemination, a fact that had been kept secret to protect the father’s
reputation, given his infertility. Rather than disowning him, she uses the truth as a weapon to hurt
him. This story mirrors several elements of the main narrative: once again, the father is absent, and
the grandmother plays a central role—but unlike in the first part of the story, where the grandmother
is a supportive figure, here she becomes a source of emotional harm.

These lengthy interpolated narratives exemplify the multilinear form as theorized by Caracciolo,
and offer structurally and thematically autonomous segments that enrich, rather than directly

advance, the primary narrative arc.

5. Natsu monogatari as a global novel: thematic features

Thematically speaking, in Natsu monogatari, Kawakami addresses issues that are extremely relevant
today. First, the novel proposes a very lucid view of the patriarchal system of contemporary Japan, but
whose echoes resonate globally. This is the main reason for the widespread interpretation of this
literary product as a feminist work. Through the voices of three generations of women, the violence of
the male gaze on the female body, constantly reified, is problematized as leading to extreme
consequences: for example, the need to undergo excruciating cosmetic procedures, such as nipple-
bleaching. Another central theme in the first part of the narrative is breast augmentation surgery in
order to enhance one’s physical appearance for the consumption of the male gaze. As noted by Yoshio
(2024, 91), through the character’s obsession with her breasts, Kawakami explores the consequences of
idealized female body images in media. These depictions cause frustration among women who, through
what Yoshio defines as ‘feminine narcissism,” derive pleasure from the objectification of their bodies
by the male gaze (Yoshio 2024: 91).

In a particularly poignant scene from Midoriko’s diary, the theme of the first menstruation is
experienced by twisting the common social expectations. Midoriko does not perceive the beginning of
her menstruation as a positive or joyous event, contrary to how it is depicted in the book she is reading

for school. Instead, she views it as connected to the imposition of the patriarchal society’s expectations
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on women as child bearers, a role that constrains her corporeal dimension. Midoriko does not believe
that a woman’s body gains value solely after her first menstruation occurs. This is because, she thinks,
awoman'’s value is not determined by her possibility to bear children. Ultimately, she does not believe
that a woman'’s value should be shaped by the societal norms on reproduction and motherhood.
Midoriko does not feel the urge to become a mother. Instead, she perceives motherhood as a

constraint imposed on her by society.

In most books where a girl ‘gets” her first period (they always make it sound like it’s some kind of
present), there’s always this scene where the girl is like, great, now I can be a mum, thanks for
having me, Mum. I'm part of the circle of life now, I'm so happy to be alive. The first time I saw a
story like that, I couldn’t believe my eyes. [...] It feels like the books are trying way too hard to make
it look like a good thing. These books are for girls who haven’t had their period yet, right? It seems
like all they want to do is make girls think it’s all going to be fine.

The other day, at school, between classes, I forget who, but someone was saying, “I was born a girl,
so yeah I definitely want to have a baby of my own eventually.” Where does that come from,
though? Does blood coming out of your body make you a woman? A potential mother? What makes
that so great anyway? Does anyone really believe that? Just because they make us read these stupid
books doesn’t make it true. I hate it so much.

It feels like I'm trapped inside my body. It decides when I get hungry, and when I'll get my period.
From birth to death, you have to keep eating and making money just to stay alive. I see what
working every night does to my mom. It takes it out of her. But what’s it all for? Life is hard enough
with just one body. Why would anyone ever want to make another one? I can’t even imagine why
anyone would bother, but people think it’s the best thing ever. Do they, though? I mean, have they
ever really thought about it? When I'm alone and thinking about this stuff, it makes me so sad. At
least for me, I know it’s not the right thing.

Once you get your period, that means your body can fertilize sperm. And that means you can get
pregnant. And then we get more people, thinking and eating and filling up the world. It’s
overwhelming. I get a little depressed just thinking about it. I'll never do it. I'll never have children.
Ever. (Kawakami 2020: 43-45)

The novel also offers, throughout the narrative arc, a purely negative portrayal of the male
counterparts.

In the first part, Summer 2008, male characters are almost absent, and where they are present, they
have a secondary function. I am thinking, for example, of the descriptions of Natsuko’s and Makiko’s
father, a character with no narrative role and whose function is fulfilled precisely by the absence of
agency. The ‘absent’ father is depicted in an extremely negative way, as he is a violent man who
intimidates and hits his wife. Another male figure who, from a narrative perspective, can be seen as

useless is the Ferris wheel operator on Book One, chapter 6, reduced to a mere mechanical tool.
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The second part, Summer 2018, on the other hand, presents more problematic male figures, such
as the editor who subjects Natsuko to psychological violence by denigrating her writing skills and

pushing her into deep despair.

The last time that we talked was on the phone. He called me up in the middle of the night. When I
picked up the phone, I could tell that he was drunk. After telling me every last thing he thought
was wrong about my stories, he added this: “I think it’s the right time, so I'll come out and say it. I
think you're missing something, something a writer needs. It just isn’t there. I guess it’s ambition,
genuine ambition. That’s what’s keeping you from writing something that matters. That’s why
you’ll never be a great writer. I've always thought so, and somebody has to tell you. It’s never going
to happen for you. Never. Let me put it this way—how old are you? I know age has nothing to do
with writing. Well, except it does. Say you're going on forty, right? Are you really about to turn
around and produce something incredible? I sincerely doubt it, at least in your case. That’s how I
see it. And I'm telling you I'm right. I mean, it’s my job to know these things. I can see it coming, I

can see it.”

[ barely slept that night. For the next week, his voice played over and over in my head, making it
hard for me to focus. What if after all these years, when I finally started writing, everything just fell
apart like this?—The thought of it was infinitely depressing. (Kawakami 2020: 157)

Again, during the phone call with Naruse, his condescending tone serves as a thinly veiled excuse to
mansplain the disastrous effects of the triple nuclear catastrophe, accusing her of failing to understand
the magnitude of the event and its effects. He ultimately scorns her work as a writer, deeming it too

superficial:

Naruse was starting to sound upset.

“Are you there?” he asked, openly perturbed. “Do you even understand what I'm saying?”

“No, yeah, of course,” I said.

“What’s gonna happen when the ocean gets messed up beyond repair? We won’t have anything to

eat. Think about how important the ocean is to Japan. It’s so much of what we eat, so much of our

culture.”

[ wasn’t sure what to say. I had my own opinions about the earthquake and the meltdown, and I
understood what he was saying, but I had a hard time linking these outbursts with my idea of
Naruse, which was disturbing to say the least. Hearing this voice I knew so well go after the
government and energy industry for their incompetence made me feel like I was talking to a

stranger.

“Hey, though, weren’t you writing a column in some magazine?” he asked. “About whatever you've
been reading, crap like that...”

Naruse cleared his throat.

“Why are you wasting time on stuff like that? I mean—you’re supposed to be a writer now. Is that
really the best way for you to use your platform? In times like these, isn’t there something more
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meaningful for you to write? People are looking for information, online and everywhere. Do you
know what I mean?”

He was referring to a short series of essays that a print magazine had hired me to do, but he didn’t
realize that the one he had read came after several I had written on the earthquake. I explained
that he had stumbled on a lighter piece that I'd written to give readers a little room to breathe, but
Naruse wasn’t buying it. He said I wasn’t trying hard enough and assured me even he was doing
more to get the word out, through his Facebook page and blog. He asked me if I'd taken part in any
protests. Signed any petitions. Told me that whatever I was doing, it wasn’t enough. I had to do
more.” (Kawakami 2020: 177-178)

The central theme of the second part of the novel is the protagonist’s desire to have a child outside the
framework of a heteronormative relationship and marriage. This section centers on Natsuko—whose
name also inspires the title of the work—now portrayed as a moderately established writer struggling
with creative stagnation. Concurrently, Natsuko experiences a growing disinterest for sexual contact
and ultimately withdraws from physical relationships altogether, thus affirming her asexuality, while
still longing for emotional connection (Alzate and Yoshio 2022: 475).

The narrative centers on her aspiration to become a single mother through artificial
insemination, a deliberate rejection of the conventional model of parenthood grounded in hetero-
normative and patriarchal conceptions of partnership that have been dominant in Japan since the Meiji
era. By portraying acts of resistance to normative motherhood—first through the character of
Midoriko, and now through Natsuko—Kawakami constructs a counter-narrative to the ryasai kenbo
(‘good wife, wise mother’) ideology, which remains deeply ingrained in contemporary Japanese society
(Van Buuren 2024: 38).

Finally, the global novel is a literary product that also reflects on the creative process and the
publishing dynamics in which it is embedded (Kirsch 2016: 45-46). Natsu monogatari is, in a way, a novel
about the dynamics of creating a literary work: it lingers on long passages that give the reader a glimpse
into the creative process as well as the publishing world. In Chapter 11, Natsuko tells the story of how
she became an established writer. At first, she contacted a small publishing house, which accepted to
publish her work without much re-elaboration on it. Back then, nobody expected that this collection
of stories would have such a big impact. Later on, her book was presented by a TV show and received
the praise of some TV personalities, all events that gained her a certain popularity. Thanks to this, she
was contacted by editor Sengawa Ryoko, who explains what she believes to be the secret of the success

of her soon-to-be novel:

“What made that work special? What made it yours? It wasn’t the setting or the theme or any of
the ideas. It wasn’t any of that. It’s your voice, the writing, the rhythm. It has incredible personality,
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and that matters more than anything if you're going to keep writing. You need to hold on to that,
your rhythm.”

[...]

“I am glad the book was a success,” Sengawa said, “but you can’t count on celebrities who read one
book every five years to help you find your base. I'm not saying sales don’t matter. It’s just that the
readers matter a whole lot more. You need to find real readers, the kind who will seriously stick
with you, who will stick with you after the hype is down. [...]” (Kawakami 2020: 159-160)

Sengawa offers a lucid reflection on the dynamics of production and promotion of literary works: its
primary goal is to foster loyalty within its target audience. Put in other words: it is important to be able
to convey messages through writing in the most effective way possible, in order to elicit a heartfelt
response in the readers and to make her writing resonate especially with her most dedicated fans.

Also, for Kawakami, language and rhythm are very important: as seen before, she declared that
she was influenced by Higuchi’s rhythm; in the narration, the theme of the rhythm of language is
present, as one of the key strengths of the protagonist’s writing, according to Sengawa.

From all these considerations, it seems evident that Kawakami's works exhibit specific thematic
and stylistic structures that can be attributed to the genre of the global novel, which contributed to
the dissemination of her literature among an audience that is not only Japanese but also international.

Furthermore, the genesis of Natsu monogatari itself is noteworthy. The novel is made of different
sections: its first part, titled Summer 2008 (Book one in the English translation), was an extended and
completely rewritten version of Chichi to ran; to this, a newly written second part, titled Summer 2016
(Book two in English), was added. This second part is a sequel to the story and has the same characters.
As anticipated, it is set in 2016, eight years after the original story. The operation of completely
rewriting the original core of Chichi to ran for Natsu monogatari was carried out after a decade. Kawakami
herself narrates that she deliberately revisited the material present in the original work to make it
available in translation for a global audience (sekai no dokusha, world readers in the original Japanese
text). Therefore, it can be argued that the creative process behind Natsu monogatari was shaped by the
awareness that its distribution would be global (Yoshio and Alzate 2021: 96).

Despite these premises, Kawakami stresses that she did not write the novel with the intention to
make it easily translatable. Yet, I believe it would not be incorrect to state that this is a novel that is
‘born translated,” according to the definition proposed by Walkowitz (2015: 3-4). Even though
Kawakami claims that she did not adjust the style or content at all (Yoshio and Alzate 2021: 96), the
dissemination of Natsu monogatari in foreign markets was a precise condition of its production, and the
novel approached this condition opportunistically. Moreover, it was precisely the project of its release

in the English translation that determined the occasion of its creation.
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What Kawakami was able to do is to write a novel whose themes resonate globally: these topics
are crucial not only for contemporary Japanese society but as global issues. Specifically, the theme of
reproductive ethics has become a central issue of mainstream political discourse (Alzate and Yoshio
2022: 473) as in first world countries the birth rate has dramatically decreased.

Nevertheless, even if it may be interpreted as a commercial operation, the result is that we now
have the opportunity to enjoy a splendid piece of literature that has the merit of drawing international
readers’ attention to a series of issues and themes that are more crucial than ever in today’s global
world.

Considered all the above, this work can positively be defined as a global novel, not only for the
structural composition of its narrative and the thematic concerns it engages with, but also for its
capacity to resonate beyond national borders. At the same time, however, it remains deeply rooted in
its national context. This rootedness is manifest, first and foremost, in the setting, which is
unmistakably Japanese; in the thematic articulation of issues that are primarily embedded in Japanese
social and cultural realities; in the use of the Osaka dialect, which presents a significant challenge for
translators; and, above all, in the novel’s intertextual dialogue with the national literary canon—most
notably with Higuchi Ichiyd’s Takekurabe. Yet, as David Damrosch has argued, Higuchi’s own work
exemplifies the paradox of national literature becoming world literature. Although Higuchi was
neither interested in foreign languages nor directly influenced by Western texts—her education being
firmly grounded in classical Japanese literature—she wrote in the midst of a rapidly transforming Meiji
society, shaped by international currents. It is precisely this historical condition that enabled her
writing to transcend national boundaries and enter the sphere of world literature (Damrosch 2020:
340). Nevertheless, as Matsumoto (2011: 229) notes, it is not necessary to recognize the internal
references to Takekurabe in order to understand or appreciate Kawakami’s narrative. While familiarity
with Higuchi’s work may enrich the reading experience, Kawakami’s novel stands on its own in terms
of thematic depth and emotional resonance.

On the other hand, Kawakami reflects on the fact that the circulation of this work outside both
Japan and her native language in this specific case differs from that of her previous writings. Since
Natsu monogatari was created having an international audience already in mind, it cannot be
categorized in the same way as the novels she made before, which were written for a Japanese audience
and only later translated into foreign languages (Yoshio and Alzate 2021: 96-97).

This series of events strongly suggests that the global distribution of Kawakami’s work, starting
in particular with Natsu monogatari, was carried out in the wake of the significant international success

of books dealing with topics such as the conditions of women and the perception and representation
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of women’s bodies, all themes that were already present in Kawakami’s first works, such as Chichi to
ran. It also coincided with the rising prominence of other well-known feminist novelists on the
contemporary literary scene, such as Elena Ferrante, with whom she shares the same international or
anglophone publishing house, Europa Editions." In a press release published on the website of the
Italian branch Edizioni E/O, the publisher announced that they had acquired the copyrights of all of
Kawakami’s works in a six-figure pre-empt at the 2017 Frankfurt Book Fair.’ This operation was likely
encouraged by the highly positive endorsement recently expressed by Murakami Haruki. To reinforce
this decision, the press release even includes, immediately after the announcement, a quotation by
Murakami in its Italian translation. This quotation came from a statement by Murakami, published on
Literary Hub on the 4th of October 2017, just a few days before the Frankfurt Book Fair (Murakami
2017). This temporal proximity suggests that the publishing house may have placed such a substantial
bid in direct response to Murakami’s remarks.

Once the book was published, even the 2020 English editions featured on their front cover the
very same endorsement by the most globally acclaimed Japanese writer. The adjective ‘breathtaking,’
from that statement, appears prominently just beneath the title. In this sense, the legitimization of
Kawakami for an international audience is mediated through another ‘global novelist’ with an already
consolidated base of devoted readers, who acts as guarantor of its value.

Murakami’s appreciation for Kawakami’s writing, in the 2017 Literary Hub statement, however,
referred specifically to Chichi to ran, well before its expansion and reworking into the longer novel Natsu
monogatari. At that time, the term ‘breathtaking,” for instance, was used by Murakami to describe not
only the original Chichi to ran, but specifically its stylistic qualities, lexical choices, and the skillful use
of the Kansai dialect (Murakami 2017)—features that are, as mentioned above, only partially conveyed
in translation.

At that time, the publishing house was still in the midst of the so-called ‘Ferrante Fever:’ the
literary world was captivated by the Italian writer’s Neapolitan Novels, published between 2011 and 2015,
which had achieved remarkable global success. Debates about the identity of the mysterious Italian
novelist were proliferating, and Ferrante had become a literary phenomenon. 1t is legitimate to

consider that the acquisition of Kawakami’s work may have been motivated, at least in part, by the

* Europa Editions, the publishing house based in the United States that acquired the rights for translation and publication of
Kawakami’s works, was founded by the same owners of the Italian Edizioni E/O. Both the Italian and the American branch are

well known for being the publisher of Elena Ferrante.

5 https://www.edizionieo.it/news/1401/le-edizioni-e-0-ed-europa-editions-acquisiscono-l-opera-di-kawakami-mieko (last

accessed December 4, 2025)
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desire to replicate Ferrante’s success. The parallels are striking: a woman writer from a non-
anglophone linguistic sphere, narratives set in urban environments marked by social and economic
hardships, and stories that deal with violence, particularly violence inflicted on the female body. In
this sense, Kawakami’s global circulation can be read not only as a stand-alone phenomenon but also
as part of a wider editorial logic already tested, and spectacularly validated, with Ferrante.

At the publishing of the book, Ferrante herself directly praised and validated Kawakami’s work by
inserting Natsu monogatari among her 40 favorite books by women writers soon after its publication
(Cain 2020). Kawakami is the only Japanese author in the list, alongside other prominent literary figures
of the 20th and 21st centuries, such as Margaret Atwood, Tony Morrison, Jhumpa Lahiri, and renowned
Italian women writers like Anna Maria Ortese and Michela Murgia.

Kawakami is also very active on social media: as of July 2025, her Instagram page has more than
78,000 followers and her X account has more than 95,000 followers. Through her social media,
Kawakami maintains a relationship with her fanbase worldwide; for instance, she usually reposts and
comments on stories made by her global followers, in which they show their love for her books and tag
her. These fans are mostly women, from any part of the world. This is another proof of the fact that
her novel can talk to a transnational audience.

On these channels, she not only promotes her books and her literary career but shares moments
of her everyday life with her fans, thus creating a direct and almost personal relationship with her
audience. She also works as a testimonial and brand ambassador for several international luxury

brands, such as Valentino and Chanel.

6. Conclusions

Natsu monogatari has achieved remarkable global success, not only due to its compelling narrative and
literary craftsmanship but also because it engages with themes that are more urgent and relevant than
ever. As observed in relation to the original novella (Abe Auestad 2016: 531), I believe that Natsu
monogatari displays a high degree of narrativity and possesses the capacity to elicit affective responses
from readers across cultural and national boundaries. Its emotional resonance with a broad
transnational readership aligns with what Strecher has theorized in regard to Murakami Haruki’s
fiction, namely, defining works that are able to engage a wide range of readers by presenting narratives
that are culturally meaningful to every audience, allowing for a localized internalization of meanings
that circulate on the global level (Strecher 2016: 132).

For this reason, I argue that Kawakami’s transformation of the concise and impactful novella

Chichi to ran into the expansive and multifaceted novel Natsu monogatari, which stages various themes
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that have great appeal today, can be understood in a dual sense. On one hand, it facilitates the global
promotion of a well-established national literary phenomenon, positioning Kawakami within a
transnational network of acclaimed women writers, such as Elena Ferrante and Margaret Atwood. At
the same time, through the process of adaptation and rewriting, Kawakami herself has seized the
opportunity to expand her readership and convey her messages to a wider, global audience. To achieve
this, she reworked her original text into a novel with the scope and formal qualities necessary to
resonate with a global public.

Kawakami’s work, I argue, offers a compelling and conceptually rich example of the global novel
as theorized in recent literary scholarship. Her writing not only contributes to validate and refine
existing definitions of the global novel but also expands the geographical and cultural scope of the
category by foregrounding a Japanese literary voice. This case is particularly significant in light of an
enduring marginalization of non-Western literatures within global literary criticism—a margi-
nalization often reinforced by the disciplinary divide that relegates Japanese literature to the domain
of area studies rather than integrating it into the broader field of transnational literary theory.

Moreover, Kawakami’s work opens up new avenues of inquiry by prompting us to consider
whether there are specific formal, thematic, or linguistic features that distinguish a global novel
written in Japanese. In this sense, her fiction not only participates in the global literary field but also
invites a rethinking of its contours from within a non-Western literary and linguistic tradition. While
such questions deserve further exploration—particularly in relation to the role of language,
translation, and cultural specificity—this goes beyond the scope of the present contribution.

Regardless of its commercial status and any other critical definition, it is important to recognize
the ability of Natsu monogatari to bring various issues to the reader’s attention. These include not only
the status of women in contemporary Japan, but also their conditions worldwide, as well as the
representation and perception of the female body, and the role of motherhood especially in non-
heteronormative families.

These topics are of interest not only in the context of Japan but also in other countries of Europe,
the United States, and the rest of the world. In light of the current global context, collective discussion
and awareness of these issues are more important than ever, and Kawakami is one of the artists who

has been able to ignite this conversation.
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