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The Influence of Saigoku Risshihen on the Concept

of Japanese ‘Shousetsu’ (I)
MIKAWA Tomohisa

Abstract

Self-Help was written by Samuel Smiles and published in the U.K. in 1859. After its publication,
the book was translated into various languages. It was translated into Japanese by Nakamura
Masanao, and was published under the title of Saigoku Risshihen from 1870 to 1871. This Japa-
nese version of Self-Help had a great deal of influence on the minds of the Japanese people of the
early period of the Meiji era, including their concept of ‘shousetsu’ , the Japanese version of the
novel. However, not all the roles that Saigoku Risshihen played in this era are remembered and
appreciated today. In this study, I will analyze the concept of ‘shousetsu’ presented in Saigoku
Risshihen and clarify the nature of the influence that the concept of ‘shousetsu’ had on the minds

of the Japanese people in that era.
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During the first year 20,000 copies were printed,
and 15,000 the second. Since then, the book

has continued in demand. Up to the present time,
I think that about 160,000 have been printed.
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The translation made into Italian was a great
success. The book, I was told, had been more

successful than any published in that country.

When I was in Italy (of which more hereafter) ,

in 1879, more than 40,000 copies had been
published.
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There 1 met, amongst other illustrious persons,
Signor Cesari Donati, the translator of Self-Help
into Italian several years ago, under the title of
Chi si aiuta Dio ['aiuta. Signor Donati in-
formed me that the translation had gone through
eighteen editions, and over 75,000 copies had

been sold—an extraordinary circulation for Italy.
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Excuse my mentioning a very pleasing incident
that occurred the other day. A Japanese gentle-
man visiting Huddersfield came to this Bank,
and after being introduced—he talked English
fairly—1I, amongst other inquiries, asked what
English books were translated into Japanese. He
said, amongst others, Milton and Shakespeare,
which were greatly admired. T asked whether
they had not any translations of Mr Smiles’
works Self-Help and Character. His counte-
nance suddenly became lighted up with anima-
tion and pleasure. “Oh yes ! " he said, “they are
my favourites. They are admirable books, and

read by nearly everybody. ”
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Another way in which education may be
prostituted is by employing it as a mere means
of intellectual dissipation and amusement. Many
are the ministers to this taste in our time. There
is almost a mania for frivolity and excitement,
which exhibits itself in many forms in our
popular literature. To meet the public taste,
our books and periodicals must now be highly
spiced, amusing, and comic, not disdaining
slang, and illustrative of breaches of all laws,
human and divine. Douglas Jerrold once ob-
served of this tendency, “I am convinced the
world will get tired (at least I hope so) of this
eternal guffaw about all things. After all, life
has something serious in it. It cannot be all a
comic history of humanity. Some men would, I
believe, write a Comic Sermon on the Mount.
Think of a Comic History of England, the droll-
ery of Alfred, the fun of Sir Thomas More, the
farce of his daughter begging the dead head and
clasping it in her coffin on her bosom. Surely
the world will be sick of this blasphemy. "
John Sterling, in a like spirit, said : — “Periodi-
cals and novels are to all in this generation,
but more especially to those whose minds are
still unformed and in the process of formation, a
new and more effectual substitute for the
plagues of Egypt, vermin that corrupt the whole-
some waters and infest our chambers, "

As a rest from toil and a relaxation from
graver pursuits, the perusal of a well-written
story, by a writer of genius, is a high intellec-

tual pleasure ; and it is a description of litera-

ture to which all classes of readers, old and

young, are attracted as by a powerful instinct ;

nor would we have any of them debarred from

its_enjoyment in a reasonable degree. But to

make it the exclusive literary diet, as some do,

—to devour the garbage with which the shelves
of circulating libraries are filled,—and to occupy
the greater portion of the leisure hours in study-
ing the preposterous pictures of human life
which so many of them present, is worse than
waste of time : it is positively pemicious. The
habitual novel-reader indulges in fictitious feel-
ings so much, that there is great risk of sound
and healthy feeling becoming perverted or be-
numbed. “I never go to hear a tragedy ,” said a
gay man once to the Archbishop of York, “it
wears my heart out.” The literary pity evoked
by fiction leads to no corresponding action ; the
susceptibilities which it excites involve neither
inconvenience nor self-sacrifice ; so that the
heart that is touched too often by the fiction
may at length become insensible to the reality.
The steel is gradually rubbed out of the charac-
ter, and it insensibly loses its vital spring.
“Drawing fine pictures of virtue in one’s
mind,” said Bishop Butler, “is so far from nec-
essarily or certainly conducive to form a habit
of it in him who thus employs himself, that it
may even harden the mind in a contrary course,

and render it gradually more insensible. ”
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