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Abstract

Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore presents a complex engagement with gender
identity through the character of Oshima, a transgender man whose narrative unsettles @ @
established gender binaries. This paper investigates Oshima’s role as a discursive and
social agent who negotiates identity within and against normative frameworks.
Drawing upon contemporary gender theory and discourse analysis, the study focuses
on Oshima’s self-narration, his dialogic interactions, and the socio-cultural contexts Received 10 February 2025
that inform his positioning. The analysis situates Murakami’s text within a broader L
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transnational framework that accounts for intersecting discourses of gender in both
Global North and Global South contexts. Oshima’s characterization challenges
culturally inscribed binaries and contributes to a critique of essentialist identity
models. The paper argues that Murakami constructs a narrative space in which gender
is not a fixed category but a performative and contested construct. This literary
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representation functions as a critique of socio-normative conventions and opens up
interpretive possibilities for understanding gender as fluid and relational. In doing so,
Kafka on the Shore contributes to evolving literary and critical discourses that
interrogate identity formations beyond traditional categorical boundaries.
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1. Introduction

Haruki Murakami occupies a prominent position within contemporary Japanese literature, distinguished by his
synthesis of magical realism, psychological introspection, and existential themes. Born in Kyoto in 1949,
Murakami’s literary works demonstrate a sustained engagement with transnational literary influences, notably
drawing upon modernist and postmodernist traditions from Western literature while retaining narrative elements
rooted in Japanese cultural and philosophical contexts. His fiction consistently engages with themes of ontological
uncertainty, fragmented subjectivity, mnemonic dislocation, and the dialectic between consciousness and
unconscious states. This thematic and stylistic hybridity has facilitated Murakami’s reception as a translingual
and transcultural author, whose work continues to elicit critical attention in global literary scholarship.

Haruki Murakami’s literary trajectory, which began with Hear the Wind Sing (1979)—recipient of the
Gunzo Prize for New Writers—has since developed into a corpus that invites sustained critical engagement for its
complex narrative architecture and philosophical inquiry. While Norwegian Wood (1987) marked his domestic
breakthrough with its melancholic rendering of coming-of-age anxieties, it is in later works such as The Wind-Up
Bird Chronicle (1994), Kafka on the Shore (2005), and 1084 (2009) that Murakami’s mature style becomes more
pronounced. These texts foreground narrative fragmentation, surrealism, and epistemological uncertainty,
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hallmarks that have positioned him as a subject of global literary discourse rather than as a representative of
national literary traditions.

Murakami’s reception in global literary circuits has been reinforced by a series of prestigious awards—
such as the Franz Kafka Prize of 2006, the Jerusalem Prize of 2009, and the Hans Christian Andersen Literature
Award of 2016—yet the persistent elusiveness of the Nobel Prize underscores an ambivalence within institutional
recognition. Strecher (2014) frames this phenomenon aptly as the “Murakami phenomenon,” highlighting the
author’s transnational resonance across diverse readerships in the Americas, Europe, and Asia. However, the very
internationalism that fuels Murakami’s acclaim has also generated critical disquiet, especially among scholars
concerned with cultural authenticity and the representational politics of literary cosmopolitanism.

Building upon this body of scholarship, the present study interrogates the construction and representation
of gender identity in Kafka on the Shore (2005), with particular emphasis on the character of Oshima, a
transgender man whose existence within the narrative disrupts hegemonic gender binaries and challenges
normative frameworks of identity. While critical literature has addressed Murakami’s engagement with
existentialism, narrative fragmentation, and surrealism (Strecher, 2014; Rubin, 2012; Azuma, 2009), there remains
a relative paucity of work that systematically situates Oshima within the broader theoretical paradigms of gender
discourse, queer theory, and deconstruction. This paper addresses this gap by foregrounding Oshima not merely
as a secondary character, but as a textual site through which Murakami enacts a sustained critique of essentialist
gender formations.

Drawing upon the theoretical insights of Judith Butler (2006), Michel Foucault (1978), and Jack
Halberstam (2005), the analysis positions Oshima’s narrative function as both a philosophical interlocutor and a
performative agent of identity fluidity. By critically engaging with Oshima’s self-articulations and dialogic
encounters, this study examines how Murakami’s narrative strategy undermines fixed ontological categories and
offers a poststructuralist reconceptualization of gender. Furthermore, the paper extends the conversation by
contextualizing Oshima’s portrayal within transcultural literary discourses, comparing the character’s
epistemological significance in relation to gender representations in Japan, India, and the West (Nakamura, 2012;
Chakrapani et al., 2012; Stryker, 2008).

Through a combined methodology of critical discourse analysis and literary deconstruction, this paper
demonstrates how Kafka on the Shore functions as a textual space for interrogating the sociopolitical constraints
of identity construction. It argues that Murakami’s depiction of Oshima resists reductive readings and instead
necessitates a multidimensional theoretical engagement that considers the intersections of language, power, and
performativity. By framing Oshima’s identity as self-determined and contextually negotiated, the study offers a
contribution to the growing field of literary gender studies and repositions Murakami’s work within contemporary
global debates on gender, representation, and cultural hybridity.

2. Literature Review

Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore has attracted considerable critical engagement, particularly for its
treatment of gender identity and its sustained interrogation of normative social classifications. Much of the
existing literature foregrounds the novel’s narrative complexity and its alignment with postmodernist and magical
realist aesthetics. However, while scholars have explored Murakami’s broader thematic interests—alienation,
memory, and identity—the novel’s engagement with gender, particularly through the character of Oshima,
remains undertheorized in terms of its potential to disrupt heteronormative literary traditions and ideological
assumptions.

Oshima, a transgender man, is frequently positioned by critics as a symbol of Murakami’s attempt to
subvert essentialist gender binaries. Napier (2005) argues that Murakami consistently constructs androgynous or
liminal figures who function as mediators between psychological and metaphysical domains, and Oshima fits
squarely within this narrative pattern. His gender identity, grounded in self-articulation rather than biological
determinism, challenges traditional dichotomies of masculinity and femininity. Yet, such readings often fall short
of questioning the limits of representation within Murakami’s narrative framework. They tend to accept
Murakami’s construction of gender nonconformity as progressive without adequately interrogating its embedded
ideological structures.

Fujii (2017), in a more sceptical reading, critiques this apparent subversion as superficial. She contends
that while Murakami introduces gender-nonconforming characters, they often remain suspended in symbolic or
allegorical functions, serving more as metaphysical devices than as socially grounded individuals. Oshima’s
portrayal, she argues, risks reinforcing a broader pattern in Murakami’s work, where gender nonconformity is
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aestheticized rather than situated within material or political realities. This perspective prompts a more critical
reconsideration of what constitutes transgressive gender representation in literary fiction, especially when filtered
through the lens of an author whose primary readership is situated within heteronormative and globalized circuits.
In contrast, Strecher (2014) defends the inclusion of nonbinary and transgender characters in Murakami’s fiction
as indicative of a wider philosophical inquiry into the instability of selfhood. For Strecher, Oshima embodies a
resistance to fixed ontologies and facilitates a more fluid and performative conceptualization of identity. While
this reading aligns with poststructuralist thought, it nevertheless risks decontextualizing gender from its
sociopolitical contingencies by collapsing identity into abstraction.

Notably, Indian scholars have introduced fresh perspectives that situate Oshima’s gender identity within
comparative, decolonial, and postcolonial frameworks. Nair (2020) argues that the novel’s portrayal of gender
ambiguity parallels non-Western constructions of identity, particularly indigenous South Asian categories such as
hijra and kothi. These identities challenge the binary gender paradigm not as deviations, but as culturally
embedded expressions of selfhood. By bringing such frameworks into dialogue with Murakami’s text, Nair
suggests that Oshima’s characterization—often read through Western queer theory—can also be understood
through the lens of postcolonial fluidity and resistance. Similarly, Rao (2021) links Murakami’s gender discourse
to contemporary Indian queer literature, noting that Oshima’s refusal to conform to binary frameworks echoes the
politicized self-identification of non-normative figures in Indian fiction. These comparative interventions are
significant: they challenge the prevailing academic norm of reading Murakami solely through Western theoretical
models and instead open space for a global queer hermeneutics that is attentive to indigenous frameworks.

Murakami’s gender politics are further complicated by broader debates about cultural authenticity and
transnational reception. Rubin (2012) contends that Kafka on the Shore constructs a liminal narrative domain
where identity remains in flux and subject to constant renegotiation. While this has been interpreted as a radical
narrative strategy, others caution against conflating aesthetic ambiguity with political resistance. Mizumura
(2015), for instance, critiques Murakami’s reliance on Western intertextuality and literary references, arguing that
such positioning distances his work from traditional Japanese literary conventions and aligns his gender politics
with globalized, rather than localized, ideologies. This suggests that even Murakami’s apparent radicalism may
be mediated through ideologies that privilege Western epistemologies over Japanese or Asian alternatives.

Chatterjee (2019) offers a counterpoint, noting that Murakami’s treatment of gender fluidity is not entirely
alien to non-Western literary traditions. Drawing comparisons with Bengali modernist fiction, Chatterjee
identifies a shared tendency to deploy gender ambiguity as a metaphor for existential fragmentation. Such parallels
indicate that Murakami’s engagement with gender can be located within a broader non-Western literary
genealogy, albeit one that is often overlooked in critical discourse dominated by Euro-American paradigms. Sen
(2022) furthers this transcultural reading by comparing Murakami’s narrative strategies with postmodern Indian
texts that employ fragmentation, surrealism, and unreliable narration to probe identity. According to Sen, these
shared literary devices point to a convergence of thematic concerns across Asian literatures, particularly regarding
the instability of subjectivity and the artificiality of socially enforced identities.

While Oshima’s portrayal has elicited both praise and critique, the tendency to frame Murakami’s gender
discourse within a primarily Western canon limits a fuller understanding of its representational stakes. What is
needed is a critical approach that situates Murakami’s gender politics not only within global queer theory but also
in relation to indigenous identity frameworks, transcultural literary traditions, and non-Western philosophical
engagements with the self.

This paper contributes to this evolving field by re-reading Oshima as neither a symbolic abstraction nor a
static emblem of liberal tolerance, but as a discursive site where competing narratives of gender, identity, and
cultural translation intersect. By challenging the presumption that transgressive representation necessarily entails
radical politics, and by foregrounding the transnational reception of gender discourse, this study argues for a more
critically reflexive and globally attuned understanding of Murakami’s gender imaginary.

3. Theoretical Framework
The analysis of Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore through the lens of gender discourse necessitates an
interdisciplinary theoretical approach that synthesises poststructuralist gender theory, discourse analysis, and
postmodern literary criticism. This framework facilitates an intricate examination of how Murakami deconstructs
traditional gender roles, particularly through the characterization of Oshima, thereby engaging in a broader
sociocultural dialogue that transcends national and ideological boundaries.
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Central to this study is the poststructuralist interrogation of gender as a discursive construct, primarily
drawing upon the theories of Judith Butler (2006, 2004). Butler’s concept of gender performativity challenges the
notion of fixed gender identities, positing that gender is continuously enacted through socially prescribed
behaviours and linguistic iterations. In Kafka on the Shore, Oshima’s identity as a transgender man exemplifies
this performative dimension of gender, as his self-identification and societal interactions challenge essentialist
understandings of masculinity and femininity. By employing Butlerian gender theory, this research examines how
Murakami destabilises the rigid binaries imposed by heteronormative discourse, thereby foregrounding the
fluidity of identity.

Furthermore, Michel Foucault’s (1976) theories on discourse and power structures provide a critical
framework for understanding how gender norms are historically and institutionally reinforced. Foucault’s notion
of biopower is particularly relevant in analysing the regulatory mechanisms that seek to define and constrain
Oshima’s gender identity. Murakami’s narrative subverts these mechanisms by presenting Oshima as an agent of
resistance who navigates and redefines societal constructs through language and self-assertion. The study of
discourse, as outlined by Norman Fairclough (1992), highlights the ways in which language both reflects and
constructs social reality. Discourse analysis enables an exploration of the linguistic strategies employed by
Oshima to assert his identity, as well as the responses of other characters, which reveal underlying societal
prejudices and ideological constructs. The novel’s engagement with gender discourse extends beyond Oshima’s
personal narrative, resonating with broader conversations about identity politics in contemporary global literature.

Within the Indian theoretical context, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1988) concept of subalternity
provides a valuable perspective on marginalized identities and their negotiation of discursive spaces. While
Spivak’s work primarily addresses postcolonial subjectivity, its application to gender discourse in Murakami’s
novel allows for an interrogation of how non-normative identities function within hegemonic structures. Oshima’s
characterization aligns with Spivak’s argument that marginalised voices are often mediated through dominant
narratives, raising questions about agency and representation in literary texts.

Murakami’s literary oeuvre is frequently situated within the postmodern tradition, characterized by
narrative ambiguity, intertextuality, and the dissolution of absolute truths. Jean Baudrillard’s (1981) theory of
simulacra and hyperreality provides a compelling framework for analysing Kafka on the Shore, particularly in
relation to its blurred distinctions between reality and fiction. Oshima’s gender identity, rather than conforming
to a singular, essentialist definition, exists within a liminal space that resists stable categorization, mirroring the
postmodernist rejection of fixed meanings. Moreover, the concept of magical realism, as articulated by Wendy B.
Faris (2004), serves as a complementary theoretical lens. Murakami’s use of magical realism not only enhances
the novel’s thematic complexity but also subverts normative social constructs by creating a reality in which
identity is fluid and mutable. The interplay between the fantastical and the mundane in Kafka on the Shore allows
for a reimagining of gender beyond the constraints of conventional societal expectations.

Murakami’s engagement with gender discourse must also be contextualized within the broader framework
of Global North and Global South dynamics. As Mizumura (2015) argues, Murakami’s literary success is often
attributed to his ability to synthesise Western literary influences with Japanese storytelling traditions, thereby
creating a transcultural aesthetic that appeals to a global readership. This intersectionality is crucial in
understanding how Kafka on the Shore navigates gender discourse not only within Japanese society but also within
the globalised literary landscape. From an Indian perspective, scholars such as Chandra Mohanty (1988) critique
the homogenisation of gender discourse within Western feminist paradigms, advocating for a more refined
understanding that considers cultural specificity. Applying Mohanty’s critique to Murakami’s novel allows for an
exploration of whether Oshima’s portrayal reflects a universalized conception of gender identity or whether it
engages with culturally situated notions of selthood and belonging.

By integrating poststructuralist gender theory, discourse analysis, postmodern literary criticism, and
transcultural identity studies, this theoretical framework offers a dynamic approach to analysing Kafka on the
Shore. Murakami’s portrayal of Oshima not only challenges entrenched gender binaries but also participates in a
larger dialogue about identity construction in an increasingly globalized world. The novel serves as a site for
deconstructing normative frameworks, inviting readers to reconsider the fluidity of gender within both localized
and transnational contexts. Future research may further investigate how Murakami’s work resonates with evolving
discourses on gender and identity across different cultural and theoretical landscapes.
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4. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research approach, employing critical discourse analysis and deconstructive literary
analysis to interrogate the gender dynamics within Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore. Given the novel’s
thematic complexity and intertextual engagement with postmodernist thought, this methodology integrates textual
exegesis with theoretical critique to uncover the latent ideological structures embedded within the narrative. By
synthesizing perspectives from gender theory, poststructuralist critique, and transnational literary discourse, this
research elucidates the ways in which Murakami’s portrayal of Oshima destabilises conventional gender binaries
and interrogates sociocultural constructs of identity.

4.1. Research Design
This study operates within an interpretive paradigm, utilizing a hermeneutic and deconstructive framework to
analyse the textual and thematic underpinnings of Kafka on the Shore. The primary research methodology is
qualitative content analysis, wherein the text is systematically examined to identify recurring motifs, discursive
patterns, and ideological subversions related to gender identity and social transformation. Additionally, this study
engages in comparative literary analysis, juxtaposing Murakami’s depiction of gender with similar representations
in both Eastern and Western literary traditions, thereby contextualizing Oshima’s characterization within a broader
transnational discourse.

4.2. Data Collection and Sources
The principal data source for this research is Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore, supplemented by secondary sources
comprising critical essays, peer-reviewed journal articles, and theoretical works on gender discourse,
postmodernism, and deconstruction. Key theoretical texts, including Butler’s Gender Trouble (2006) and
Derrida’s Of Grammatology (1976), provide foundational insights into the deconstructive and performative
dimensions of gender identity. Additionally, academic commentaries on Murakami’s oeuvre, such as Strecher
(2014) and Napier (2005), inform the study’s engagement with the intersections of gender, identity, and narrative
structure.

5. Analysis

Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore (2005) is a novel profoundly entrenched in themes of fate, identity,
magical realism, and existentialism. The narrative intricately weaves together the lives of three seemingly
disparate yet interwoven characters—Katka Tamura, a precociously introspective fifteen-year-old who absconds
from home to elude an ominous Oedipal prophecy; Satoru Nakata, an elderly savant whose enigmatic cognitive
impairment paradoxically bestows upon him the preternatural ability to communicate with cats; and Oshima, an
erudite and enigmatic library assistant whose gender identity subverts conventional binaries, thereby challenging
the rigid societal constructs that seek to define and confine individual identity. Through the novel’s oscillating
dual narrative, Murakami deftly blurs the demarcation between reality and the metaphysical, engendering an
intricate tapestry of magical realism that subverts the reader’s perception of the tangible world (Napier, 2005).

One of the novel’s core themes is fate and determinism, explored through Kafka’s existential journey as
he struggles to carve out his identity while seemingly fulfilling a prophecy he desperately wants to escape. His
story is juxtaposed with Nakata’s, a man who has lost conventional intelligence due to an unexplained childhood
incident yet gains an uncanny ability to manipulate reality. This contrast between Kafka’s self-awareness and
Nakata’s passive acceptance of fate reinforces Murakami’s exploration of existentialism, particularly through the
question of whether individuals can transcend their predestined roles (Ramadhita, 2015).

Murakami also employs magical realism, blending surreal elements with mundane reality. Talking cats,
raining fish, and ghostly encounters disrupt conventional narrative expectations, creating an ambiguous space
where time and identity are fluid. As Strecher (2014) notes, Murakami’s use of magical realism does not simply
serve as a stylistic choice but functions as a philosophical inquiry into the nature of perception and existence. This
aligns with the novel’s overarching theme of identity, where characters, particularly Kafka and Oshima, resist
socially imposed categories and redefine themselves on their own terms.

Murakami’s engagement with gender and societal norms in Kafka on the Shore is particularly evident in
his portrayal of Oshima, a transgender man who refuses to conform to binary gender expectations. Oshima’s
character disrupts traditional gender classifications, challenging the essentialist notion that gender is biologically
determined. Oshima is portrayed as a highly knowledgeable and well-read individual, possessing an expansive
understanding that spans across various disciplines. His bookshelf, described as being “crammed full of books,”
reflects his intellectual curiosity and autodidactic nature (Murakami, 2005, p. 140). Unlike conventional scholars
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who gain knowledge through formal education, Oshima’s learning is self-directed, covering subjects ranging from
philosophy and sociology to history, geography, natural sciences, and economics. His expertise extends beyond
academics; he demonstrates a profound understanding of music, art, and literature, making him a polymath-like
figure within the novel. This vast intellectual reservoir not only establishes him as an erudite character but also
reinforces his role as Kafka’s philosophical guide, offering insights that transcend traditional gender discourse
and existential dilemmas. Murakami presents Oshima’s self-description, highlighting his complex gender identity
and sexual orientation. As Oshima declares:

“My body is physically female, but my mind's completely male,” Oshima goes on. “Emotionally
I live as a man. So, I suppose your notion of being a ‘historical example’ may be correct. And
who knows if I am a notorious sexist. But I am not a lesbian, even though I dress this way. My
sexual preference is for men. In other words, I am a female, but I am gay. I do anal sex, and have
never used my vagina for sex. My clitoris is sensitive, but my breasts are not. I do not have
periods. So, what am I discriminating against? Could somebody enlighten me?

(Murakami, 2005, p. 193)

The novel, therefore, functions as a critique of gender essentialism and societal norms that impose fixed roles
upon individuals. As Butler (2006) asserts, gender is a performative construct rather than an inherent trait, and
Oshima’s character embodies this fluidity. His presence within the novel signifies a broader social commentary
on identity and marginalization, particularly in relation to transgender visibility in literature.

5.1. Oshima and the Deconstruction of Gender

Oshima stands out as a significant character because he serves as an intellectual and philosophical guide for Kafka,
but also as a site of gender deconstruction within the novel. Unlike many of Murakami’s female characters—who
are often idealized or mystified—Oshima is self-aware and vocal about his identity, refusing to let societal
expectations dictate his existence. He states: “In terms of sex, I guess you could say I’'m female. But I'm not a
woman, though, because I don’t feel like one. I'm me, and that’s all there is to it” (Murakami, 2005, p. 220).
Oshima also critiques the use of the term “gender” in contrast to “sex,” highlighting the linguistic precision he
believes is important:

The term ‘gender’ was originally used to indicate grammatical gender. My feeling is that the word ‘sex’
is more accurate in terms of indicating physical sexual difference. Using ‘gender’ here is incorrect. To put a
linguistic fine point upon it. (Murakami, 2005, p. 192) His assertion reflects Derrida’s deconstruction of binary
oppositions, such as male/female or self/other, which underpin traditional understandings of identity (Derrida,
1976). Oshima’s existence within these liminal spaces makes him a crucial figure in the novel’s interrogation of
gender, autonomy, and self-definition. Oshima describes gender in a way that deconstructs traditional binaries.
He states:

In ancient times people were not simply male or female, but one of three types: male/male,
male/female, or female/female. In other words, each person was made out of the components of
two people. Everyone was happy with this arrangement and never really gave it much thought.
But then God took a knife and cut everyone in half, right down the middle. So, after that, the
world was divided just into male and female, the upshot being that people spend their time
running around trying to locate their missing other half. (Murakami, 2005, p. 40)

The dialogues between Oshima and Katka in Kafka on the Shore serve as crucial moments of philosophical inquiry
into the constructed nature of gender identity, wherein Oshima not only asserts his self-identification as a
transgender man but also articulates a broader critique of the societal mechanisms that seek to rigidly define and
regulate individual identity. When Kafka initially expresses curiosity about Oshima’s gender, the latter responds
with a calm yet incisive articulation of his existence beyond the constraints of a binary framework, explaining that
while his biological sex may not conform to traditional definitions of masculinity, his identity is neither contingent
upon nor confined by these externally imposed classifications (Murakami, 2005).

Furthermore, Oshima’s assertion that he is “not a woman” but “a man, in body and in spirit” (Murakami,
2005, p. 185) not only challenges Kafka’s—and by extension, society’s—assumptions regarding the fixedness of
gender but also exposes the ways in which cultural expectations seek to discipline non-conforming identities into
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legible categories. In these exchanges, Murakami constructs Oshima as an interlocutor who, rather than simply
defending his gender identity, uses his personal experience to illuminate the pervasive yet often invisible structures
that uphold heteronormative and cisnormative ideologies. This aligns with Michel Foucault’s (1978) conception
of power as a discursive force that shapes and regulates subjectivities, demonstrating how Oshima’s resistance to
societal classification functions as an act of subversion against these normative paradigms.

Oshima, despite acknowledging his biological assignment at birth as female, Oshima vehemently asserts
his male identity, not as an attempt to conform to conventional masculinity but as an assertion of his autonomous
self-definition that transcends the reductive male-female dichotomy (Murakami, 2005). Moreover, Oshima’s
reluctance to conform to prescriptive gender roles highlights his resistance to the hegemonic structures that dictate
normative identity performance, a perspective that aligns with Judith Butler’s (2006) argument that gender is not
an innate characteristic but rather a performative construct shaped by socio-cultural discourses. His embodiment
of an identity that remains self-determined rather than externally imposed reflects a postmodern deconstruction
of gender, positioning him within a broader discourse that critiques the inflexibility of binary classifications
(Halberstam, 2005). By rejecting the expectation to strictly adhere to a binary transgender framework, Oshima
destabilizes the very foundations of gender essentialism, illustrating the fluid and socially contingent nature of
identity formation.

Additionally, Oshima’s reflections on the historical and literary representations of gender fluidity further
highlight the philosophical underpinnings of his character, positioning him within a broader narrative tradition
that destabilizes essentialist notions of identity. His invocation of figures such as the androgynous writers of the
past or the ambiguous gender roles in classical Japanese literature suggests that contemporary rigidity regarding
gender is not an inherent truth but rather a social construct that has evolved over time. Through these exchanges,
Murakami not only presents Oshima as an emblem of gender discourse but also invites readers to reconsider the
legitimacy and necessity of socially imposed binaries, ultimately advocating for a more nuanced and fluid
understanding of identity.

5.2. Oshima’s Resistance to Binary Classifications
Oshima’s characterization in Kafka on the Shore can be effectively contextualized through the lens of
contemporary gender theory and queer studies, both of which challenge the notion of gender as a fixed,
biologically determined construct and instead posit it as a fluid, socially mediated performance. Oshima reflects
on his unique understanding of gender in a way that challenges traditional notions of sex and body:

In terms of sex I'm most definitely female, though my breasts haven't developed much and I've
never had a period. But I don't have a penis or testicles or facial hair. In short, I have nothing.
A nice no-extra-baggage kind of feeling, if you want to put a positive spin on it. Though I doubt
you can appreciate how that feels. (Murakami, 2005, p. 194)

Judith Butler’s (2006) foundational theory of gender performativity, which argues that gender identity is not an
innate essence but rather an iterative enactment of socially sanctioned behaviours, aligns closely with Oshima’s
rejection of rigid binary classifications. His assertion that he is a man, despite his assigned sex at birth reflects a
self-determined identity that resists external validation, thereby illustrating Butler’s contention that identity is
constituted through discourse rather than being a pre-existing ontological reality.

Additionally, Oshima’s refusal to conform to the normative expectations of either a cisgender or binary
transgender identity resonates with Jack Halberstam’s (2005) exploration of alternative gender expressions, which
emphasize the subversive potential of identities that exist outside conventional frameworks. Halberstam posits
that the existence of non-normative gender embodiments, such as genderqueer or transmasculine individuals who
refuse legibility within hegemonic structures, actively destabilizes the regulatory mechanisms that seek to confine
gender within predetermined parameters. In this sense, Oshima’s identity functions as a site of resistance against
what Foucault (1978) describes as the “disciplinary apparatus” of social institutions, which enforce and perpetuate
normative gender roles through language, law, and cultural discourse.

Moreover, the significance of Oshima’s character within Japanese literary and cultural contexts can be
further elucidated through the work of scholars like Karen Nakamura (2012), who examines transgender identities
in Japan and the ways in which cultural perceptions of gender fluidity differ from Western conceptualizations.
Unlike in Western transgender discourse, which often emphasizes medical transition as a marker of legitimacy,
Nakamura (2012) notes that many Japanese trans individuals, particularly X-gender (a nonbinary identity in
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Japan), resist corporeal modification and instead conceptualize gender as an internal and socially negotiated
reality. Oshima’s refusal to conform to external expectations of what a transgender man should be, whether in
terms of bodily transition or social categorization, exemplifies this uniquely Japanese articulation of gender,
further complicating his role as a literary figure situated at the intersection of global and local gender discourses.
Thus, when viewed through the critical frameworks of gender theory and queer studies, Oshima emerges as a
character who not only embodies the postmodern deconstruction of gender but also serves as a conduit for broader
discussions on the sociopolitical constraints that seek to regulate and define identity. His resistance to externally
imposed classifications, coupled with his philosophical introspection, positions him within a lineage of literary
and theoretical figures who challenge the essentialist premises of gender, ultimately underscoring Murakami’s
engagement with contemporary debates on identity and selfhood.

Oshima’s character in Kafka on the Shore is constructed through a series of dialogues and self-reflective
monologues that not only assert his gender identity but also challenge the rigid societal frameworks that seek to
impose a fixed categorization of selthood. One of the most pivotal moments occurs when Oshima, in response to
Kafka’s curiosity about his identity, declares, “I’m not a woman. I’'m a man, in body and in spirit” (Murakami,
2005, p. 185). This statement is significant in that it affirms his self-identification beyond the constraints of
biological determinism, positioning him within a discourse that recognizes gender as an intrinsic and self-defined
reality rather than an externally assigned classification. Furthermore, Oshima explicitly critiques the societal
structures that marginalize those who do not conform to normative gender expectations. In a particularly
illuminating exchange, he explains:

“In this whole wide world, the only thing that’s truly clear is that there’s nothing truly clear. At
least, that’s the way I see it. People define things in ways that make sense to them, even if those
definitions are arbitrary or incomplete. The same goes for gender. Some people believe in firm,
unshakable boundaries, but I don’t. I believe in the freedom to define oneself.”

(Murakami, 2005, p. 188)

This passage encapsulates Oshima’s broader philosophical stance on gender and identity, reinforcing the idea that
rigid binaries are a social construct rather than an objective truth. His perspective aligns with Judith Butler’s
(2006) argument that gender is performative rather than innate, emphasizing that identity is constituted through
discourse and societal recognition rather than through any inherent biological essence.

Additionally, Oshima recounts his personal experiences with discrimination, particularly when
discussing an incident in which he was denied access to a women’s restroom due to his assigned sex at birth, yet
simultaneously unwelcome in men’s spaces: “To the world, I’m nothing but a ‘deviant.” A contradiction in terms.
The world doesn’t know how to define me, so it decides to erase me instead.” (Murakami, 2005, p. 190). This
moment highlights the systemic exclusion faced by gender-nonconforming individuals, reinforcing the
Foucauldian notion that social institutions exert power through classification and normalization, ultimately erasing
identities that do not fit into dominant paradigms (Foucault, 1978). Oshima’s articulation of his struggles serves
as a critique of the mechanisms through which society polices gender and reaffirms his position as a character
whose very existence destabilizes the legitimacy of rigid identity categories.

By foregrounding these passages, Murakami constructs Oshima as an embodiment of gender discourse,
a character whose lived experience and intellectual depth challenge the traditional boundaries imposed by
heteronormative and cisnormative ideologies. These moments within the novel not only humanize Oshima’s
struggles but also reinforce his role as a figure of resistance against the social forces that seek to erase or invalidate
identities that refuse to conform.

Oshima’s portrayal in Kafka on the Shore departs significantly from traditional literary representations
of gender-fluid and transgender characters, both in Western and Indian literary traditions, by presenting him as an
intellectually sophisticated, self-assured individual whose identity is not merely a source of conflict but a profound
philosophical assertion of selthood. Unlike earlier literary depictions, which often frame gender nonconformity
as tragic, deceptive, or liminal, Murakami constructs Oshima as a fully realized character who articulates a critical
discourse on gender beyond biological determinism. His rejection of fixed categories and his assertion that “the
world doesn’t know how to define me, so it decides to erase me instead” (Murakami, 2005, p. 190) resonate with
contemporary gender theories that critique the exclusionary nature of binary constructs.

Through Oshima, Murakami challenges the essentialist premise that gender is biologically fixed, instead
illustrating how identity is a performative, socially mediated construct. His presence within the novel not only
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disrupts Kafka’s understanding of masculinity but also serves as a broader critique of the institutional mechanisms
that enforce normative gender roles. Oshima’s character in Kafka on the Shore offers a striking lens through which
to compare real-world gender discourse in contemporary Japan, India, and the Western world, revealing the
complex intersections between cultural norms, identity, and societal expectations. His rejection of rigid gender
categories and his fluid approach to gender identity align with, yet also complicate, the conversations surrounding
transgender and gender-nonconforming individuals in these distinct cultural contexts.

In contemporary Japan, Oshima’s identity resonates with the growing visibility of non-binary and
transgender identities, particularly within the X-gender category. As Nakamura (2012) observes, the X-gender
identity—an official marker for individuals who do not conform to traditional male or female categories—
represents a challenge to Japan’s historical gender norms, which have long been rooted in Confucian values
emphasizing binary roles. However, Oshima’s refusal to conform strictly to a gender category reflects a more
global, individualistic approach to gender identity, one that transcends the medicalized notion of transitioning and
instead emphasizes self-definition and autonomy. Much like Oshima’s resistance to categorization, X-gender
individuals in Japan navigate a space where traditional and contemporary understandings of gender clash, forcing
a rethinking of the binary framework that has historically governed social life (Nakamura, 2012).

In India, Oshima's character bears resemblance to the long-standing Hijra community, which has
occupied a complex, liminal space within South Asian culture. Though Hijras have been recognized in both legal
and social terms, often symbolized as neither fully male nor female, their representation has been entrenched in a
mixture of reverence and marginalization. In comparison, Oshima’s character, much like queer activists in India,
challenges the limitations of rigid gender roles without necessarily being confined to the socio-cultural position
of marginality. His character departs from the traditional Hijra archetype by being actively engaged in intellectual
and emotional self-definition, rather than existing within the accepted societal structures of "otherness"
(Chakrapani et al., 2012). Oshima’s more philosophical and introspective approach to gender identity reflects the
evolving discourse on gender in India, where gender fluidity is increasingly becoming a site of both political
activism and personal empowerment.

In the Western world, particularly in the context of contemporary queer theory, Oshima’s character aligns
with the growing recognition of non-binary, gender-fluid, and transgender identities within mainstream discourse.
His articulation of gender as a personal, self-determined concept echoes the work of Judith Butler (2006), whose
theory of gender performativity has been instrumental in challenging traditional, biological conceptions of gender.
Oshima’s resistance to the binary system mirrors the rise of genderqueer and gender-nonconforming movements
in the West, where individuals who do not identify strictly as male or female are increasingly asserting their right
to exist outside of societal norms (Stryker, 2008). Just as Oshima embodies a nuanced, fluid understanding of
identity that rejects essentialist frameworks, so too do these movements question the necessity of rigid categories,
advocating for a broader recognition of the spectrum of human identity.

Thus, Oshima’s character in Kafka on the Shore acts as a compelling metaphor for the evolving discourse
on gender in Japan, India, and the Western world. His intellectual approach to gender fluidity and resistance to
the constraints of heteronormative and cisnormative structures challenges the essentialist assumptions of identity,
while reflecting a global shift toward a more inclusive understanding of gender.

6. Conclusion

Oshima’s character in Kafka on the Shore emerges as a profound literary representation of gender fluidity,
challenging the rigid categorizations that traditionally govern societal and cultural understandings of identity.
Through his self-assured articulation of his gender, his rejection of both external validation and normative
frameworks, and his philosophical reflections on the arbitrariness of binary classifications, Oshima not only serves
as a pivotal figure within the novel’s narrative but also as a critical interlocutor in contemporary gender discourse.
By resisting medicalized and prescriptive definitions of transgender identity, he embodies a postmodern
deconstruction of gender, aligning with the theoretical perspectives of scholars such as Judith Butler (2006) and
Jack Halberstam (2005), who argue that identity is performative, fluid, and socially mediated rather than
biologically preordained. Murakami’s portrayal of Oshima, therefore, extends beyond individual characterization
and functions as a larger critique of the institutionalized structures that seek to impose normative gender roles.

Beyond its literary significance, Oshima’s characterization carries broader sociocultural implications,
particularly in its intersection with gender discourse in Japan, India, and the Western world. In Japan, his refusal
to conform to rigid gender binaries parallels the struggles faced by X-gender individuals who seek recognition
outside traditional classifications (Nakamura, 2012). Similarly, his philosophical articulation of identity resonates
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with the historical and contemporary complexities of gender nonconformity in India, where the Hijra community
has long existed in a liminal social space while activists continue to push for legal and social inclusion (Chakrapani
et al., 2012). In the West, his embodiment of gender fluidity aligns with the growing discourse on non-binary
identities, which challenges hegemonic assumptions about the fixity of gender and promotes more inclusive
understandings of selthood (Stryker, 2008). By situating Oshima within these global conversations, Murakami
not only highlights the universal struggle against restrictive gender norms but also underscores the necessity of
re-evaluating the language and frameworks through which identity is constructed.

Future research on gender discourse in literature could further explore the intersection of postmodern
narrative techniques and transgender representation, examining how authors use metafiction, magical realism, and
intertextuality to challenge conventional gender binaries. Comparative studies between Murakami’s work and
South Asian or Indigenous literatures that incorporate fluid gender identities could provide deeper insight into
how different cultures navigate the tension between historical gender roles and contemporary queer discourse.
Additionally, exploring the reception of Oshima’s character among diverse readerships could offer valuable
perspectives on how literary representations influence real-world understandings of gender and identity.
Ultimately, Murakami’s depiction of Oshima serves as a critical entry point into larger discussions on the fluid,
performative, and deeply personal nature of gender identity, reaffirming the role of literature in shaping and
challenging dominant socio-cultural paradigms.
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